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Abstract
PERSPECTIVES OF STUDENTS WITH ASD AND THEIR PARENTS: WHAT DOES IT
TRULY MEAN TO BE INCLUDED?
Keara M. Browne
Hunter College, City University of New York, 2022
Mentor:
Bonnie Keilty, EdD
Though there are a number of practices identified by researchers and other professionals
as inclusive, the question remains about whether the students themselves truly feel included.
There has been limited research surrounding specific experiences in inclusive classrooms that
students with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) perceive to be facilitators and barriers to being
included in general education and co-teaching settings. The purpose of this study was to inform
educational policies and school practices surrounding the inclusion of students with ASD in
general education and co-teaching settings by analyzing the perceptions of students with ASD
and their parents to determine what it means to be truly included as well as the facilitators and
barriers to inclusion. Students’ and parents’ perceptions of what it means to be included relates to
the students’ sense of belonging, which influences academic and psychological outcomes (Allen
& Kern, 2017; Anderman, 2002). Qualitative methodologies, including semi-structured
interviews, were used to carry out this research because they give the opportunity to deeply
examine social experiences through multiple lenses, adding nuance and complexity to the body
of knowledge around those experiences (Luttrell, 2010). The findings suggest specific practices
that school personnel could adopt in order to promote the true inclusion and sense of belonging
among students with ASD in high school, including building relationships with students,
facilitating peer relationships to support the development of friendships, and providing explicit
executive functioning support.

2

CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
Background of the Problem
Since the enactment of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act of 2004 (IDEA),
including students with dis/abilities in general education and co-teaching classrooms has become
increasingly common. PL 94-142 (1975) ordered that all students with disabilities receive a free
and appropriate education in their Least Restrictive Environment (LRE), meaning that students
with disabilities have access to general education programs, alongside typically developing
peers, to the fullest possible extent. IDEA (2004) expanded on the tenets of PL 92-142 by
holding school districts more accountable for the performance of students with dis/abilities and
their progress in the general education curriculum (U.S. Department of Education, 2010). As
research on inclusive education evolves, it has become apparent that effective inclusion extends
beyond location. Effective inclusive practices include giving students with dis/abilities access to
quality instruction as well as the opportunity to connect with peers and develop a sense of
belonging by creating a school and classroom climate that promotes the value of each student
through community building (Obiakor et al., 2003; Theoharis & Causton, 2014).
These components of IDEA led to systemic changes across the nation, including an
increase of placement of students with dis/abilities in general education and co-teaching settings
and the expectation that students with dis/abilities show increased academic achievement
(Wischnowski et al., 2004). Under IDEA, school districts across the country experienced a shift
in the number of students with dis/abilities ages 6-21 years being included in general education
classes in non-specialized schools. In fall 2000, the percentage of students with dis/abilities who
spent 80% or more of their school day in general education settings was 47%. By fall 2018, that
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number had risen to 64% (U.S. Department of Education National Center for Education
Statistics, 2020). In comparison to the overall special education population, only 39.7% of those
diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) spent 80% or more of their school day in
general class settings. Therefore, it was necessary to explore barriers that may inhibit students
with ASD in being included for a more substantial part of their school day by examining their
current experiences in inclusive programs. Furthermore, the above statistics represent inclusion
in the broad sense of student placement and could not be taken as evidence that students
identified as having a dis/ability are truly included in schools. Therefore, more research was
needed to evaluate whether or not students are actually included beyond simply attending the
same schools or in the same classrooms as typically developing students.
Inclusive Practices and Intended Outcomes
The aforementioned laws and many of the studies surrounding inclusion (e.g., Desimone
& Parmar, 2006; Gallagher et al., 2000; Gavish, 2017; Humphrey & Lewis, 2008b; Lindsay et
al., 2013) refer to inclusion as educating students with dis/abilities with their nondisabled peers.
Broader definitions and explanations of inclusion, like the Salamanca Statement developed by
UNESCO (1994), extend beyond students with dis/abilities to include more underrepresented
groups:
The guiding principle that informs this framework is that schools should accommodate all
children regardless of their physical, intellectual, social, emotional, linguistic or other
conditions. This should include disabled and gifted children, street and working children,
children from remote or nomadic populations, children from linguistic, ethnic or cultural
minorities and children from other disadvantaged or marginalized areas or groups. (p. 6)
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Kluth and colleagues (2003) argued that inclusion is a social and political movement that
values the unique characteristics of every learner, including those from culturally and
linguistically diverse backgrounds, who have been marginalized throughout history. In
considering Kluth and associates’ definition as well as the Salamanca Statement and current
issues in education, such as the overrepresentation of Black students in more restrictive,
segregated settings (Fancsali, 2019; Skiba et al., 2006), this study recognizes “full inclusion”
goes beyond the percentage of time a child spends in a room with nondisabled peers. Inclusion
means all students, including those who have been historically marginalized in society, are given
the opportunity to receive an education within community schools with the academic, behavioral,
and social supports they need to thrive in general education and co-teaching classrooms and
other places where all students can learn and flourish.
Research around educating students with dis/abilities has highlighted the academic and
social benefits of including them in general education learning environments, both for them and
their typically developing peers (Dessemontet et al., 2012; Lindsay, 2007; McLeskey &
Waldron, 2011; McMahon et al., 2016; Scruggs et al., 2007). Students with dis/abilities who are
included in general education programs have better academic outcomes in reading and math than
those who attend specialized, segregated settings (Cole et al., 2004; de Graaf & van Hove, 2015;
Dessemontet et al., 2012; Rea et al., 2002; Westling & Fox, 2009). These outcomes may be
because when students are placed in general education settings, they have more access to ageappropriate content and instructional materials (Kleinert et al., 2015) as well as more support
from peers (Carter & Hughes, 2006; Dolva et al., 2011) than when they are learning in
specialized environments. In regards to high school, when students with dis/abilities take 80% of
their academic classes in general education settings, they are more likely to attend and complete
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postsecondary education programs than those who attend inclusive classes for less amount of
time (Rojewski et al., 2015). Moreover, typically developing peers experience increased
academic achievement, more social interactions (Cawley et al., 2002; Dessemontet & Bless,
2013), and personal development (Finke et al., 2009;Helmstetter et al., 1994) when SWDs are
included in general education classrooms with them.
Prior research has linked the aforementioned academic and social gains made by students
with dis/abilities in inclusive settings to effective inclusive practices. Researchers have
highlighted types of academic and behavioral support that inclusive classrooms are intended to
offer, including adaptation of general education curriculum and instruction, such as the use of
small group instruction and cooperative learning strategies (Devries et al., 2018; Hedges et al.,
2014; Kurawa, 2010), whole-class planning and classroom management (Kurawa, 2010; Sansosti
& Sansosti, 2012), teacher consultation with special education trained personnel (Devries et al.,
2018; Hedges et al., 2014), and sometimes the availability of educational assistants who are
meant to aid both teachers and students (Humphrey & Lewis, 2008b; Saggers, 2015). Murawski
and Lochner (2010) also named differentiating instruction for the students as an essential
principle of the inclusive co-teaching setting.
Inclusion Practices for Students with ASD
In order for school practices to be inclusive of students with ASD, those practices should
address the distinct characteristics and unique needs of those with ASD. The latest edition of the
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-V) detailed the data criteria for
three levels of ASD in accordance with the severity of characteristics. These include ASD-Level
1, Level 2, and Level 3 with those diagnosed as having ASD- Level 3 being determined as
having the highest needs. ASD-Level 1 is characterized by challenges in social communication,
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including difficulty initiating and maintaining social interaction, and communicating, most
particularly understanding nonverbal interactions (American Psychiatric Association, 2013).
Individuals with ASD-Level 1 also present with a myriad of strengths, including strong attention
to detail (Baron-Cohen, 2004) as well as strengths in visual perception and technical abilities,
like using computer systems and engineering (de Schipper et al., 2016). However, individuals
with ASD may have differences in cognitive flexibility, sometimes displaying rigidity in
carrying out tasks and requiring support with transitioning between activities as well as planning
and organizing (Mehling & Tassé, 2016). The current study will focus on adolescents with ASD
- Level 1 and their parents to learn more about the experiences of this specific population in
inclusive settings because they are more likely to attend inclusive programs than students with
ASD Levels 2 and 3 yet still have distinct characteristics that need to be considered by schools.
Over the last decade, researchers in the field identified practices found to be effective for
students with ASD. In a review of literature preparing students with ASD for full or part time
inclusion, Ferraioli and Harris (2011) named low student-teacher ratios with consistent adult
prompting and reinforcement for students with ASD as a necessary practice to increase
motivation and engagement in inclusive classrooms. Researchers also found teaching selfmanagement techniques for regulating and self-managing behavior and conducting social
competence training for increasing social interaction, engagement, and communication skills
were beneficial for students with ASD. Prior studies also highlight examples of academic
strategies that are helpful for this population, including direct instruction with the use of visuals
(Knight et al., 2012), guided notes with scripted lessons (Jimenez et al., 2014), and incorporation
of student interests (Lanou et al., 2012; Myles, 2005).
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Most research surrounding meeting the needs of students with ASD has focused
primarily on school-age children and, therefore, more research needs to be done to explore what
is working and what is not working for students with ASD in middle and high school (Bakken &
Obiakor, 2016; Camarena & Sarigiani, 2009). It is particularly important to learn about the
inclusion experiences of students with ASD at the high school level, because of the significant
differences between elementary and secondary school. For example, middle school and high
schools often have noisy, unpredictable environments, which may conflict with the need for
structure and routine often exhibited by individuals with ASD (Humphrey & Lewis, 2008a).
Challenges in navigating such an environment may negatively influence students’ ability to feel
included, and therefore, inhibit their sense of belonging, which, as described earlier, is an
essential human need (Baumeister and Leary, 1995).
Though it is necessary to understand the perceptions of students with ASD, it is
particularly crucial to include students of color with ASD in this research. Conducting dis/ability
research without purposely acknowledging race would be remiss at the very least (Connor et al.,
2016). Earlier studies revealed students from ethnically diverse backgrounds are
underrepresented in autism diagnosis (Dyches et al., 2004; Morrier et al., 2008; Morrier & Hess,
2012). More than half of Black children with autism are not yet diagnosed by eight years old
(Hilton et al., 2010), implying they likely did not have access to therapeutic and school-based
support as early as those who were diagnosed at an earlier age. Though there has historically
been a much lower prevalence of Black and Hispanic individuals diagnosed with ASD compared
to their white peers, recent data has shown the prevalence of ASD among Black and Hispanic
communities has become much more similar to that of white communities. Therefore, it is
particularly important to seek out and explore the lived experiences of students of color with
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ASD who are included in general education classrooms to understand their experiences, and
explore ways to make policy and programming changes that could promote the inclusion of
students with similar cultural backgrounds and learning profiles in general education classrooms.
Though there are a number of practices identified by researchers and other professionals
as inclusive, the question remains about whether the students themselves truly feel included.
There has been limited research surrounding specific experiences in inclusive classrooms that
students with ASD, and those from culturally diverse backgrounds in particular, perceive to be
facilitators and barriers to being included in general education and co-teaching settings. For
example, adolescents with ASD have shared that they appreciate the opportunity to leave their
general education classes to go to a resource room or receive support in small groups (Saggers,
2015). Saggers (2015) noted that, although this type of support is not generally considered
“inclusive” because the students are learning in a separate location from their peers, it is actually
a very inclusive practice if the student views it as something that helps them feel successful in
school.
Inclusion and Belonging
The studies reported in the previous section highlight the benefits of inclusion largely
based on academic achievement; however, the concept of inclusion embodies more than just
working on the same general education standards in the same space as typically developing
peers. Young people, especially adolescents, require a sense of belonging in school in order to
meet their social and emotional needs (Allen & Kern, 2017). Villa and Thousand (2017) stated
that every student has “an inalienable right to belong and not to be excluded” (p. 12). Therefore,
research must be conducted to determine whether or not individuals with ASD feel schools have
met this right by exploring whether or not they feel like they belong.
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Saggers (2015) argued that truly inclusive schools not only meet the academic needs of
students, but also allow all students to feel welcome. This idea of social inclusion is linked to the
construct of belonging, which Baumeister and Leary (1995) categorize as a human need to
establish relationships and interact in positive ways with others. This need is especially critical
during adolescence (Braun, 2019; Hagerty et al., 1992), which is unfortunately when a lack of
connection with school peers is often reported (O’Brennan & Furlong, 2010). A sense of
belonging is not based on one’s level of engagement with others, but their perceived involvement
in a social group or setting (Hagerty et al., 1992). Therefore, understanding the perceptions of
students is an integral part of assessing their sense of belonging.
Having a sense of belonging correlates with psychological and physical well-being,
including healthier behaviors and social relationships (Allen & Kern, 2017). Lacking a sense of
belonging can have serious psychological consequences, including emotional distress, stress, and
even physical health problems. Anderman (2002) also found that adolescents’ perceived
belonging and inclusion influence their academic and psychological development. In fact, higher
levels of perceived belonging were related to lower levels of depression, feelings of social
rejection, and school problems, such as maintaining a positive relationship with teachers and
completing assignments. Increased levels of perceived belonging in school also correlated
positively to grade point averages. Additionally, adolescent students who felt sameness in their
environments perceived a level of environmental control, which positively correlated with
adaptive personality traits that would benefit their transition into adulthood, including
conscientiousness and emotional stability (Hill et al., 2013). On the other hand, social
psychologists have confirmed that a person experiencing social exclusion, or not feeling like they
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belong, may exhibit aggression, mistrust of other people, defensiveness, and lack of emotional
responses (Abrams et al., 2005).
More specifically, school belonging constitutes a students’ perceived sense of value,
connectedness, and acceptance in their school community (Allen & Kern, 2017). Adolescents
carry this perceived sense of belonging into adulthood and throughout their lifetime. Factors that
influence school belongingness include adult support, belonging to a positive peer group,
commitment to education, and school environment (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention,
2009). The presence of adult support indicates that teachers, aides, and other school staff provide
academic and emotional attention and help to students. When students perceive the adults in their
school are committed to helping them succeed, this may encourage students to be more engaged
in their learning and participate in school activities. Positive student perceptions of school are
also influenced by the school environment, which relates to the physical environment and sense
of community. Finally, connecting with a group of peers in school can improve students’
perceptions of school belonging. The interviews with the students and parents as part of the
current study will refer to these specific factors of school belonging in order to analyze their
perceived sense of belonging, and their perceptions of their children’s senses of belonging
respectively.
The development and sustainment of friendships has proven to be a factor in adolescent
students’ sense of belonging (Hamm & Faircloth, 2005). In fact, in a mixed-methods study that
analyzed student perceptions of the factors that influence their sense of belonging in school,
Renick and Reich (2020) found relationships with peers and teachers were what most contributed
to the students’ feeling they belonged. Though recent research has begun to explore student
perceptions of belonging (Renick & Reich, 2020), more research is needed to study the
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perceptions of specifically students with ASD, since they often experience social and
communication differences that may affect their ability to establish and maintain relationships
(American Psychiatric Association, 2013). Furthermore, because students in marginalized groups
are at an increased risk of being excluded (Braun, 2019), the current study prioritized recruiting
people of color, in an attempt to invite them to vocalize the specific facilitators and barriers that
influenced their sense of belonging and inclusion in general education classrooms.
Several studies have argued that if a school is truly inclusive, staff members value the
diversity of students within each classroom, and are able to differentiate instruction and make
decisions based on each student’s strengths, needs, and individual learning styles (Desimone &
Parmar, 2006; Humphrey & Lewis, 2008b; Kurawa, 2010; Saggers, 2015). In such an
environment, teachers recognize and celebrate the unique characteristics each student brings. It is
with the value of diversity that a school has the potential to move from simply integrating
students with disabilities in the physical environment to creating a space for them to feel
accepted and included (Humphrey & Lewis, 2008b). Therefore, while a student’s classroom type
can determine if they are being integrated with typically developing students, true inclusion
extends beyond location. Considering the growing diversity of the student population in the
United States, researchers have argued that schools should not view diversity, including
differences in abilities, culture, religion, languages, gender, sexual orientation, and
socioeconomic status, as a problem that needs to be resolved or a barrier that needs to be
removed, but as an opportunity for students to learn from one another and appreciate each other’s
strengths (Gavish, 2017; Villa & Thousand, 2017). Including students with ASD adds yet
another layer of diversity to be celebrated in general education classrooms. In order to fully
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understand the extent at which diverse students experience a sense of belonging, researchers
need to analyze the perceptions of these students and their families.
Student and Family Perceptions
Munhall (2008) defined perception as “a mode of apprehending reality and experience
through the senses, thus enabling discernment of figure, form, language, behavior, and action”
(p. 2). Therefore, an individual’s perception is how he or she understands, or interprets, his or her
reality. Understanding an individual or group’s perceptions leads to understanding the meaning
of an event or experience for those individuals or groups (Munhall, 2008). Common themes
across inclusive literature on students with ASD include students’ perceptions of relationships
with peers and teachers, feelings about being different, and anxiety and stress due to the hectic,
unpredictable environment (Humphrey & Lewis, 2008a; Humphrey & Lewis, 2008b; Hedges et
al. 2014; Saggers, 2015). As noted earlier, it is especially important to honor the perceptions of
groups who have been previously marginalized, so that they can provide more insight on the
inequalities they have experienced and, potentially, help improve policies, programs, and
practices (Bonevski et al., 2014).
Research about inclusive experiences for students with ASD must extend beyond the
perceptions of parents, teachers, and other service providers to include the students themselves.
This is due, in part, to the fact that the most complicated aspects of the social world for
adolescent students with ASD are likely to occur during times when teachers and parents are
absent, such as during extracurricular activities, in school hallways, and the cafeteria. These
social aspects include establishing and maintaining friendships and engaging in intimate
relationships (Hedges et al., 2014). Knowing that individuals with ASD often require support in
social interactions, it is important to understand what students with ASD have found helpful, and
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not helpful, in these interactions, so schools may replicate beneficial experiences and minimize
those that are not beneficial. Without examining students’ perceptions of these experiences,
researchers and professionals in the field of education do not have a first-hand account of what it
feels like for students with ASD to navigate these experiences in the social world.
Phenomena are perceived differently for different people and social groups. If inclusive
practices are being designed and executed for the benefit of students with disabilities, then their
voices should be heard in order to determine their perception of what it means to be included as
well as the barriers and facilitators to this level of inclusion. As described earlier, their
perception of what it means to be included relates to their sense of belonging, which influences
academic and psychological outcomes (Anderman, 2002; Allen & Kern, 2017). It is important to
analyze students’ perceptions because they may seem like they are included from the perspective
of outsiders, but are internally feeling a lack of belonging (Hagerty et al., 1992) and may offer
different or more specific information about the experiences that make them feel supported in
learning and, thus, more included (Rose & Shevlin, 2017; Saggers, 2015). Due to the increase of
inclusion of students with ASD in general education settings, the need for the perceptions of
students with ASD to be included in the research about the phenomena they experience is
growing. Unfortunately, students who are marginalized in more than one way, such as those of
color who also have a dis/ability, are less often given the opportunity to share their thoughts and
opinions on issues that affect their everyday life (Pincock & Jones, 2020). Therefore, the current
study attempted to primarily recruit participants who consider themselves people of color, so that
they may have been given the space to share their valuable perceptions about their experiences in
school.
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Not only does listening to the perceptions of individuals with ASD provide more specific
information about existing practices, but it may reveal that students with ASD have different
perceptions about the practices currently considered inclusive. This study sought to uncover what
the students themselves considered quality instruction, or what they deemed as essential to their
learning experiences. Therefore, they were asked about the kinds of activities they were engaged
in and the strategies their teachers used that they found facilitated their learning as well as about
the experiences that were challenging for them. It is important to ask the students about their
experiences because children and adolescents have the right to be consulted about the policies
and practices that are created with the intention of benefiting them, especially the ones that affect
them on a daily basis inside of their classrooms. In fact, Article 12 established under the United
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child stated that young people have the legal right to
provide their input on issues that affect them (Lundy, 2007; Pincock & Jones, 2020).
Just as it is important to understand students with ASD perceptions of inclusion, it is
imperative to make sure that students of color are asked about their experiences. As noted earlier,
students who are twice marginalized, as are those of color labeled with having a dis/ability, are
less likely to share their thoughts on issues that directly affect their everyday lives. Therefore,
providing them with the space to do so and being heard by adults can build their confidence
while also providing valuable information about inequalities they have experienced (Pincock &
Jones, 2020). This sentiment is related to the disability critical race theory (DisCrit), which
highlights the connection between racism and ableism (Connor et al., 2016). This theory
acknowledges that people of color who are labeled with a dis/ability experience multiple
oppressions and are overrepresented in systems and programs where reform is needed, such as
special education (Annamma & Handy, 2021). DisCrit provides a theoretical basis for seeking
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various perspectives, including those who have been previously excluded in research, such as
students of color diagnosed as having a dis/ability and families from culturally diverse
backgrounds (Annamma et al., 2018).
Due to our country’s history of marginalization of and systemic prejudices against
culturally diverse groups (Cobb, 2014; Harry, 2008;), their perceived experiences are expected to
be different from those of white families. For example, studies have confirmed that decisions
about placement of students with disabilities from culturally diverse families stemmed from
professionals’ deficit beliefs of immigrant families as well as cross-cultural misunderstandings,
and a lack of collaboration among teachers and parents (Cobb, 2014;Harry, 2008). Because their
experiences with inclusive settings were likely different from those of white families, parents and
young adults of color will add valuable insight to the facilitators and barriers to inclusion in
general education settings. The current study intended to include a majority of participants with
diverse backgrounds, whose voices historically have not been heard, with the hope that the
information gained would be used to improve the policies, programs, and practices that influence
their inclusion in general education as well as their sense of belonging.
There are few studies, most of which are international, that have explored students with
ASD’s perceptions of their experiences in inclusive settings (Hedges et al. 2014; Humphrey &
Lewis, 2008a; Humphrey & Lewis, 2008b; Saggers et al., 2011). Analyzing students’
perceptions is of utmost importance because they are the ones who can verify if the policies and
practices labeled as inclusive are truly making them feel supported academically and socially.
For example, high schoolers with ASD who participated in recent studies in Australia and the
United Kingdom indicated they appreciate getting academic assistance from support staff who
assessed and addressed their individual needs (Humphrey & Lewis, 2008; Saggers, 2015).
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However, they wanted the support to be provided covertly, so they were not considered to be
different from their peers. For instance, they appreciated it when teachers and paraprofessionals
went around the room to help all students without singling out those with ASD, which is aligned
to the notions of inclusion, even if it is not an academics-related practice, because it relates to the
students’ sense of belonging. Therefore, having this specific, firsthand knowledge from the
students gives educators valuable insight into changes they can make in their classrooms to make
students with ASD feel more supported academically and socially.
As necessary as it is to hear from the students about their experiences in inclusive
settings, it is still important to gain an understanding of their parents’ perceptions. Parents and
caregivers play an even more vital role than teachers in the development of individuals with
disabilities. Parents, especially those of children diagnosed as having a dis/ability, are key
decision-makers for their children and, therefore, their perceptions and involvement may
strongly influence their child’s experiences in school (Gallagher et al., 2000; Roberts &
Simpson, 2016). There has been well-documented evidence that parent involvement in the
schooling of all children positively relates to their academic achievement (Eccles & Harold,
1993; Epstein et al., 2018; Hill et al., 2004; McNeal, 2014). The role families play in their
children’s education varies depending on different factors, including cultural norms,
socioeconomic status, and parents’ perceived level of trust for the professionals at their
children’s schools (Jeynes, 2010; Lai & Ishiyama, 2004; Rao, 2000; Stoner & Angell, 2006;).
Therefore, the experiences of families of color are vastly different from those of white families,
and should be purposely included in current dis/abilities research (Annamma et al., 2018). As is
mandated by IDEA (2004), parents of students with dis/abilities are required to be invited to be
decision makers as part of the multidisciplinary team responsible for creating their children’s
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Individualized Education Programs (IEPs). Therefore, analyzing their perceptions of their
children’s experiences and comparing their perceptions to those of the students themselves is of
utmost importance because they are key stakeholders and have a direct impact on the educational
experiences of their children.
Prior research indicated that parents of children with dis/abilities have positive
perceptions regarding their children's placement in general education settings (Chmiliar, 2009).
Parent perceptions about inclusion vary by the nature of their child’s dis/ability as well as their
child’s age. Kasari (1999) found that parents of children with Down syndrome were more likely
to support full-time inclusion in general education classes for their children, while parents of
children with ASD wanted their children to participate in general education classes for only part
of the day. Parents of younger children or parents of children who were already attending general
education programs had more positive perceptions of inclusion than did parents of older children
or parents of children who were already enrolled in specialized settings. Gallagher et al. (2000)
found most parents of students with dis/abilities who wanted their children in general education
classes, wanted them to be included full time instead of part-time, so their time with typically
developing peers would be optimized.
Former studies have uncovered parents of students with ASD strongly consider teachers’
characteristics and actions as key influences on effective inclusion. Parents have indicated that
teachers’ knowledge of ASD and of their students, communication with parents, willingness to
teach students with ASD, and adaptation of lessons and activities are facilitators of successful
inclusion (Brewin et al., 2008; Humphrey & Lewis, 2008; Roberts & Simpson, 2016; Tobias,
2009; Whitaker, 2007). Parents reported specific strategies teachers use facilitate the inclusion of
the students with ASD in general education settings. Some of these strategies included using
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visual schedules, preparing students for change, and incorporating physical activity breaks into
the school day (Brewin et al., 2008). Parents of students with ASD also described mentoring
systems, the availability of a quiet and calm room, and individualized social support as helpful
practices for their children in general education settings, while indicating that more support for
students with ASD is needed when it comes to developing self-awareness, organizational skills,
self-confidence, independence, and a sense of belonging (Tobias, 2009).
Asking parents about their children’s experiences in addition to asking the students
themselves was important because parents offered additional information students may not have
been privy to, or aware of, throughout their time in high school. This may have included
conversations with teachers and administrators as well as another perspective on social situations
that occurred. Furthermore, comparing the perspectives of the students and their parents was
important because their interpretations of experiences might have been different from those of
the students. For example, while conducting a study to analyze the factors associated with
friendship qualities among adolescent students with ASD, Kuo and colleagues (2013) compared
parent and student perceptions of the friendships, and found the parents and student dyads often
named different peers as the students’ friends.
Inclusive schools are those who make parents feel as though they and their children are
integral members of the school community (Haines et al., 2017; Kluth, 2003). Parents often have
such a close relationship with their children they’re able to offer valuable information about them
and their experiences (Kluth, 2003). Inclusive schools welcome families with children with
dis/abilities by providing extra support in connecting with families who do not have children
with dis/abilities as well as finding information about school and neighborhood activities.
Schools that are genuinely inclusive provide numerous, consistent opportunities for students with
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ASD and their families to feel part of a community (Haines et al., 2017). This means that
children with ASD should be invited to engage in extracurricular activities, school events, and
other traditional activities that occur outside of school hours. The present study aims to gain
more insight about what it means to be included from the perspective of parents of students with
ASD, and then to later compare those perceptions to those of the students. The findings from this
study will contribute to the growing body of knowledge used to inform policies and practices
surrounding inclusion of students with ASD.
Despite the Individuals with Disabilities Act of 2004’s (IDEA) mandate for parent
participation for all families of students with disabilities, families from diverse backgrounds may
experience barriers in collaborating with professionals in the American education system (Harry,
2008; Cobb, 2014). Research analyzing the specific perceptions of Black mothers of children
with ASD suggested they experienced increased lack of resources, such as the availability of
programs in urban areas, and lack of acceptance and understanding from their families and
communities (Lovelace et al., 2018). Unfortunately, Black and Latinx parents have reported
feeling isolated and ignored by schools, and were forced to be deliberate and persistent in
seeking information to advocate for their children (Auerbach, 2007). In a study analyzing the
perceptions of culturally and linguistically diverse (CLD) parents working with families with
CLD backgrounds, Burke and Goldman (2018) found parent advocates reported that immigrant
families may feel especially disempowered if they are undocumented (Burke & Goldman, 2018).
Due in part to these feelings of disempowerment, parents may feel uncomfortable sharing their
true perceptions with researchers. The current study intentionally sought out families of color,
including those who have not been represented in autism studies and who have been historically
marginalized in society. The researcher intended to work to establish a rapport with the families,
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as suggested by Burke and Goldman (2018) and attempted to offer a platform for them to share
their valuable perceptions through qualitative interviews, which Blue-Banning et al. (2004)
found was more effective in acquiring the perceptions of culturally diverse participants than
survey research.
Most studies regarding parents’ perceptions of inclusion and almost all of those involving
students’ perceptions, refer to students with dis/abilities in general, including learning
dis/abilities, Down syndrome, cognitive impairments, and physical dis/abilities (Devries et al.,
2018; Gallagher et al., 2000; Pivik et al., 2002). The current study acknowledged that different
individuals and social groups have different perceptions of similar experiences as a result of a
variety of factors, including their history, culture, customs, belief systems, and traditions
(Munhall, 2008). Facilitators and barriers that individuals in other dis/ability groups have named
are not the same for students with ASD, whose characteristics are likely to be different. For
example, Pivik et al. (2002) revealed students with dis/abilities and their parents named physical
barriers to inclusion, such as accessing the school building due to limited ramps, which may not
match the needs for inclusion of students with ASD, who are more likely to face challenges
related to social communication, including nonverbal communication used for social interaction,
and developing and maintaining relationships (Kluth et al., 2003; Myles, 2005). Therefore,
evidence about the experiences of students with ASD specifically has provided more insight
about ways to make school more inclusive for this particular population.
The perceptions of both key stakeholders (parents and students) can inform educational
policies and school practices that could improve services and supports for students with ASD,
specifically those from culturally diverse backgrounds. Additionally, comparing the perceptions
of students with ASD and their parents has offered new insights into the similarities and
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differences to the practices and experiences parents perceive to be helpful and those that
individuals living with ASD in school find supportive. Comparing their perceptions gives more
agency to students with ASD to influence the decisions that affect their experiences in school,
which are often made by professionals, including teachers, administrators, and other
professionals in the field.
The figure below describes the connection between these perceptions and students’ sense
of belonging, as belonging relates to students’ experiences in social groups or settings, such as
those that occur in inclusive programs (Hagerty et al., 1992). These experiences are based on
several key elements, such as academic, behavioral, and social support, suggested practices, and
other concepts that are found across inclusive literature. These experiences are undoubtedly
influenced by DisCrit theory, which has suggested that students of color with dis/abilities have
been twice marginalized in society and have different experiences than white students, both with
and without dis/abilities (Annamma et al., 2018). This framework has laid the foundation for the
present study’s purpose.
Figure 3.1
Conceptual Framework
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Research Purpose
The purpose of this study was to inform educational policies and school practices
surrounding the inclusion of students with autism in general education and co-teaching settings
by conducting an in-depth analysis of the perceptions and experiences of a diverse sample of
students with ASD and their parents in regards to their inclusion in these settings. This study
sought to explore and understand the lived experiences of students with ASD and their parents as
there was a dearth of research that puts the voices of these stakeholders at the forefront.
The study will rely on a phenomenological approach and qualitative methods to answer
the following research questions:
1. What does true inclusion mean for adolescent students with ASD who have been
enrolled in co-teaching/general education settings? What does true inclusion of
students with ASD mean for their parents?
2. What do adolescent students with ASD perceive as facilitators and barriers to
their full inclusion in co-teaching/general education settings? What do parents of
adolescent students with ASD perceive as facilitators and barriers to their full
inclusion in co-teaching/general education settings?
3. How do parent perceptions of inclusion compare to those of their adolescent
students with ASD?
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CHAPTER II
LITERATURE REVIEW
Studies have suggested that students with and without dis/abilities are capable of making
both social (McMahon et al., 2016; Stiefel et al., 2018) and academic progress (Kurth &
Mastergeorge, 2010; McMahon et al., 2016; Tremblay, 2013) in general education classes. In
particular, students with ASD have experienced success in these classes with the presence of
individualized academic, behavioral, and social supports (Sansosti & Sansosti, 2012; Myles,
2005; Kurth & George, 2010; Koegel et al., 2013). Though there is not one accepted definition
for inclusion, themes of neurodiversity (Armstrong, 2012), sense of belonging (Baumeister &
Leary, 1995), specifically school belonging (Allen & Kern, 2017) and DisCrit are prevalent
within and across inclusive literature. The current study sought to qualitatively explore whether
or not students with ASD truly feel included as well as the facilitators that contribute to their
academic, behavioral, and social success in inclusive programs and the barriers that compromise
their inclusion. The study also sought to examine the perceptions of the students’ parents as key
stakeholders who may provide more insight into their children’s experiences in these programs.

What is Inclusion?
Definitions of Inclusion
Inclusion is a term used very broadly in the field of education, with researchers defining
the term in multiple ways (Tirri & Laine, 2019). Smith (2007) suggests that varied definitions of
inclusion may contribute to the lack of increase in the number of students with dis/abilities
spending their entire school day in a regular education classroom. Many of those who produce
research in the field of inclusive education highlight definitions of inclusion in their work, and
provide background information about the previous literature in which their studies are situated
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(Desimone & Parmar, 2006; Gallagher et al., 2000; Gavish, 2017; Hedges et al., 2014;
Humphrey & Lewis, 2008b; Ko & Boswell; 2013; Lindsay et al., 2013). However, as Ferraioli
and Harris (2011) have explained, the movement for full inclusion is based on philosophical and
sociopolitical concepts, and not yet grounded in extensive research. In reviewing literature
related to inclusion, it became evident that authors are not often specific about the frameworks,
both conceptual and theoretical, on which their works are focused.
As discussed in Chapter 1, the current study recognizes that “full inclusion” goes beyond
the percentage of time a child spends in a room with nondisabled peers. Inclusion means all
students, including those who have been historically marginalized in society, are given the
opportunity to receive an education within community schools with the academic, behavioral,
and social supports they need to thrive in general education and co-teaching classrooms and
other places where all students can learn and flourish. Schools across the country have
implemented different models of inclusion, but it has yet to be determined if the SWDs,
specifically those of color, who are expected to benefit from these models truly feel included.
Inclusive Models
Though this study seeks information beyond location, school placement or setting is still
an important piece of the puzzle. Wishcnowski and associates (2004) highlight that, due to
federal law regulations, educators across the country have attempted various models of inclusion.
One approach explored heavily in inclusion research is co-teaching, formerly known as
cooperative teaching (Murawksi & Lee Swanson, 2001). Cook and Friend (1995) defined coteaching as “two or more professionals delivering substantive instruction to a diverse or blended
group of students in a single physical space” (p. 2). In a co-teaching environment, the general
and special education teachers share responsibilities and collaborate to teach students with and
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without dis/abilities (Murawksi & Lochner, 2010). In integrated co-teaching (ICT) settings in
New York City, up to 40% of students receive special education services and remain in the same
setting as their nondisabled peers for at least 80% of the school day (Fancsali, 2019). Though
there is no agreed upon class size, the underlying principle is that reducing the teacher-student
ratio would lead to better academic and behavioral outcomes (Sweigart & Landrum, 2015).
Regardless of whether they are in a co-teaching setting or general education class with
one teacher, SWDs may receive push-in and/or pullout special education services, such as
special education teacher services support (SETSS)/resource room, speech and language therapy,
occupational therapy, physical therapy, and counseling, depending on the needs of the student as
determined by their Individualized Education Program, or IEP (Fancsali, 2019). Students who
receive specialized services, such as therapy or learning support, may receive said services
within their classroom (push in services) or they may receive them in separate locations within
the school (pull out services). There are conflicting findings about whether students’ special
education services should be push-in or pull-out. Studies have indicated that students, including
those with ASD, should receive services and interventions in their natural environment in order
for them to better generalize newly learned skills and strategies (Bellini et al., 2007; Crosland &
Dunlap, 2012). Furthermore, students who receive their services in separate locations are at risk
of being stigmatized for being different than the students who do not receive services (Hymel &
Katz, 2019).
Effectiveness of Inclusion for Students with Dis/abilities
Inclusion in general education settings has been correlated with positive social (Stiefel et
al., 2018) and academic outcomes for SWDs (Freeman & Alkin, 2000; McMahon et al., 2016;
Murawski & Lee Swanson, 2001). These outcomes have also proven to be true at the high school
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level and specifically for students of color from Black and Latinx backgrounds (McMahon et al.,
2016). Some studies have found that there is no difference in academic progress between SWDS
in inclusive programs and those in segregated classes (Goodman et al., 2011; Tremblay, 2013).
Therefore, if students are progressing at similar rates in general education settings, then there is
no reason to exclude them in segregated schools and classrooms.
In one of the few studies examining academic outcomes for SWDs in high school,
Goodman and colleagues (2011) analyzed the records of 67,749 students with mild dis/abilities
who were fully included (80% or more of the school day) in general education classes in 180
school districts in Georgia. Over a 6 year period, the researchers studied the change in rate of
inclusion of students with learning dis/abilities, emotional disturbance, mild intellectual
dis/abilities, and other health impairments and, in doing so, the effects of inclusion on the
graduation rates of students. Results indicated the percentage of SWDs overall included in
general education increased by 62% over the time period, with students with mild intellectual
dis/abilities experiencing the largest increase. However, graduation rates for SWDs over the 6year duration remained the same at approximately 26%. Graduation rates for students diagnosed
as having other health impairments declined by 12.5%. Though Goodman and associates argued
that graduation rates are standardized with specialized education experiences being taken away
from SWDs, the graduation rates of SWDs in inclusive settings were not compared with those in
segregated programs. Therefore, if graduation rates remained stable across the study, there is no
justification for segregating these students.
Though not at the high school level, a study that does compare inclusive and noninclusive settings was conducted by Tremblay (2013). The study compared co-teaching inclusion
to self-contained special education for students with learning dis/abilities (LD) in grades 1 and 2
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to measure the effects on academic achievement in reading, writing, and mathematics. The study,
conducted in Belgium, included 228 first grade students, with 133 non-dis/abled students, 37
students with LD in inclusive classes, and 58 students with LD in self-contained classes. It also
included 125 second grade students: 62 non-disabled, 21 with LD in inclusive classes, and 42
with LD in self-contained classes. Students were tested at the beginning and end of the school
year in oral reading and comprehension, spelling, and mathematics. Results from t-tests used to
compare the subsamples showed that students in inclusive classes in grade 1 made significant
progress in reading and writing compared to students in segregated classes. There were no
statistically significant differences found between the progress of the two groups in reading and
writing in grade 2 nor in mathematics in either grade. Though the students with LD in both
settings scored lower than students without dis/abilities, the gap between the included students
with LD and those without disabilities diminished over time, while the gap between the students
with LD in self-contained settings increased significantly by the end of grade 2.
Paying closer attention to the aspects of inclusion, McMahon and colleagues (2016)
examined the relationship between four domains of inclusive practices, including organizational,
academic, assessment and planning, and social inclusion, and academic and social outcomes for
high school students with ASD. Black and Latinx students with disabilities from low-income
families were transferred to 11 different schools, nine of which were high schools and 2 of which
were kindergarten through 8th grade schools. The schools’ inclusive practices were assessed by
trained teachers with special education experience in multiple schools using the School Inclusion
Best Practices Survey (McMahon & Keys, 2004). Academic achievement was measured by the
students’ grade point averages (GPAs) at the end of the first semester after their transition.
School satisfaction was measured by students ratings on a satisfaction survey and school
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belonging was measured by student responses on the Psychological Sense of School Membership
Scale developed by Goodenow (1993). Teacher responses on the inclusive practices survey
revealed that the schools were often incorporating best practices in relation to the four domains,
with social inclusion practices reported less often. Results revealed that higher levels of
academic inclusion were associated with higher levels of academic achievement, school
belonging, and school satisfaction. Inclusive assessment and planning and organizational
inclusion positively correlated with school belonging and satisfaction. Though less frequently
implemented, social inclusion practices were linked to increased academic achievement and
school belonging.
Another study that considers inclusion beyond academics was conducted by Stiefel and
colleagues (2018). To determine whether or not inclusion feels inclusive for students with
dis/abilties (SWDs) and those without in New York City public schools, the researchers analyzed
student responses on the annual school environment survey. The researchers analyzed responses
related to questions about feeling welcome, bullying, harassment, being known, and being
involved in school activities. The participants included 248,951 students from 502 nonspecialized public middle schools between 2007 and 2012. SWDs included all students with an
IEP and were grouped into 5 major categories: learning dis/abilities, speech impairment,
emotional disturbance, other health impairment, and low-incidence, which included those
diagnosed with ASD. Results showed that while high percentages of students with and without
dis/abilities feel welcome and known by teachers and school staff, lower percentages felt
included in all school activities. Students diagnosed with emotional disturbance and other health
impairments felt the least included, whereas students with learning dis/abilities and speech
impairments felt more included than students without dis/abilities. SWDs were more likely to
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feel known by school staff than typically developing students. SWDs, however, were also
significantly more likely to report harassment and bullying at school. Similar to this study, the
current study will explore whether or not students feel included, but will use qualitative methods
to gain insight about the experiences that contribute to these feelings.
The literature on the effectiveness of inclusion touches upon both academic and social
advantages for SWDs, with some evidence simply being that there are no differences between
the success of SWDs in inclusive settings and those in segregated ones (Goodman, 2011;
Tremblay, 2013). These studies focus on students with multiple dis/abilities, and do not hone in
on the effectiveness of inclusion for students with ASD in particular. Students with ASD have
distinct characteristics (Myles, 2005) and often present with differences in social and
communication development (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). Therefore, although
students with ASD were marginally considered in some studies under broader labels such as
other health impairment and low-incidence dis/ability (McMahon et al., 2016; Stiefel et al.,
2018), closer examination of the effectiveness of inclusion for this population is necessary.
Effectiveness of Inclusion for Students with ASD
There is limited research surrounding outcomes for students with ASD who are included
in general education programs, with most of the research focusing on the preschool population
(Ferraioli & Harris, 2011). Research suggests that students with ASD can be successfully
included when the schools they are attending value inclusion that focuses on a sense of
belonging and acceptance (Frederickson et al., 2007). Students with ASD have the potential to
progress socially and academically (Kurth & Mastergeorge, 2010) in inclusive settings, but
require individualized interventions and social supports (Myles, 2005). Programs that are most
effective at implementing inclusive practices for this population do so at a whole school level,
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where there is a commitment made to full inclusion and celebrating differences among students
(Frederickson et al., 2007; Webster & Wilkinson, 2015). Therefore, perceptions of school staff
are also central to this research because they are the ones working to implement these inclusive
practices.
Using a quasi-experimental design, Kurth and Mastergeorge (2010) found significant
differences in the IEP development and contents for students with ASD in inclusive and
segregated programs. Fifteen students between ages 12 and 15 years participated in the study,
which took place across three school districts in Northern California. The students who were
placed in inclusive programs spent 80% or more of their school day in general education classes,
while those who attended non-included placements spent less than 50% of their day receiving
general education instruction. Using cognitive, adaptive, and academic assessments, it was
confirmed that the students from both groups had statistically equivalent cognitive and adaptive
behavior skills. That being said, results revealed that, though students who were included in
general education had fewer IEP goals, they had more goals that addressed more rigorous
academic skills, including reading comprehension, writing passages, and solving math word
problems. Students who were not included had reading goals that did not target State standards
and had more procedural writing goals, such as writing neatly and using punctuation. Only 8% of
non-included students had goals related to mathematical reasoning, while 21% of included
students had goals in this area. Outcomes for included students with ASD proved to be better
than those who were not included as an average of 55.3% of included students met their IEP
goals, while an average of 34.3% of non-included students met their goals.
Sansosti and Sansosti (2012) found that educators exhibited positive attitudes towards
including students with ASD in general education settings. Using focus groups and interviews
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with 16 participants, including general education teachers, special education teachers, an
administrator, and specialists in a Florida school district, the researchers sought to understand
how educators define inclusion, identify trends in beliefs about inclusion of students with ASD,
describe how educators make decisions about student placement, and determine how educators
assess their schools’ approach to inclusion. They found that, overall, participants in the study
deemed inclusion as a respected practice that could result in positive outcomes for both students
with autism and their general education classmates. The benefits of inclusion that participants
noted included the notion that all students in the class benefit from behavioral supports and
social competency education and students with ASD are challenged both academically and
socially. Comments from the participants also concluded that peer modeling is a strong factor in
the success of inclusion, meaning that typically developing students model appropriate behaviors
for students with ASD. The professionals in this study have highlighted the benefits of inclusion
for students with and without ASD in general education settings. Considering this evidence that
suggests inclusion is the optimal choice, the present study extended beyond education
professionals to ask parents and students how they defined inclusion and what they perceived to
be the school practices that facilitate inclusion as well as those that inhibit it.
Similar to Sansosti and Sansosti (2012), Finke et al. (2009) also examined teachers’
perceptions about including students with ASD, but specifically sought to uncover their
perceptions about necessary supports for effective inclusion and the benefits, challenges,
inhibitors, and negative impacts of including students with ASD who require augmentative and
alternative communication (AAC). The 5 female general education teachers involved in the
study completed a questionnaire to provide a description of their experience working with
children with ASD and in general education, and their pre-service and in-service training and
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experience working with children with ASD and AAC. They also participated in an online focus
group, for which they responded to given topics surrounding inclusion at least once a week for
15 weeks. Discussion responses were broken down into small segments, coded, and organized by
themes based on their topic and then by subthemes. Findings revealed both positive and negative
perceptions regarding including students with ASD who require AAC. Four of the participants
indicated that typically developing students were more aware and accepting of children with
ASD and two of the participants reported that inclusion provides access to a new social network.
On the other hand, four participants also revealed concerns that the general education students
would become distracted.
Teacher perception research and quantitative outcomes point to the benefits that students
with ASD have received when being included in general education settings. The benefits to this
population include access to more rigorous, high order instruction (Finke et al., 2009; Kurth &
Mastergeorge, 2010), increased social opportunities (Finke et al., 2009; Sansosti & Sansosti,
2012) and access to peer behavioral models (Sansosti & Sansosti, 2012). Though the perceptions
of professionals about the facilitators and barriers to inclusion of students with ASD are
important to consider, there has been limited research to verify if these perceptions match those
of the students themselves. The students are the ones who can provide first-hand accounts of
their school experiences, which may conflict with what other stakeholders have identified.
Effectiveness of Inclusion for Typically Developing Students
Examining the outcomes of inclusion on SWDs is crucial to determining whether or not
inclusive environments are positively impacting the students’ development. However, it is
equally important to ensure that students without dis/abilities have positive outcomes in these
environments as well. Studies have found that there are either no negative effects (Kalambouka
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et al., 2007) on typically developing peers when SWDs are included in general education
classrooms with them or that there are positive academic effects (Cawley et al., 2002), and that
these peers may actually experience more social interaction (Cawley et al., 2002) and personal
development and the capacity to appreciate diversity (Finke et al., 2009; Helmstetter et al.,
1994).
Kalambouka and colleagues (2007) conducted a systematic review of empirical research
carried out by the Inclusion Review Group to examine the evidence on whether or not inclusion
of SWDs in general education programs has an effect on the social and academic outcomes of
students without dis/abilities. After extraction processes, the study reviewed 26 studies, the
majority of which were American and focused on academic outcomes in elementary school. The
studies included participants with a variety of dis/abilities, but the majority focused on inclusion
of students with cognitive dis/abilities. Twelve studies reported no differences, or neutral,
academic outcomes for typically developing students in inclusive elementary schools, while four
found positive academic outcomes for this age group. In terms of social outcomes, four studies
reported that inclusion had a positive effect on peers without dis/abilities and three reported
neutral results.
Out of the few studies that focused on middle and high school, most reported neutral
academic outcomes for typically developing peers, or mixed results. For example, in a study
examining the academic and behavioral outcomes of typically developing students attending
science classes with SWDs, specifically learning dis/abilities and emotional disturbance, and
those attending science classes without SWDs, Cawley and colleagues (2002) found that
typically developing students in included and non-included settings performed comparably in
science while fewer included typically developing students passed science in Grade 8 than those
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that were not included with SWDs. SWDs in Grade 8 also showed a higher passing rate than the
typically developing peers in their class. The researchers pointed out, however, that these
typically developing students had been struggling in science throughout the year. The rate of
behavior referrals was also measured and revealed that the behavior of SWDs did not have an
effect on that of their typically developing peers. In fact, one inclusion science class had 50%
fewer behavioral referrals than its non-inclusive counterpart. The teachers that were trained for
this project also reported their observations, including that there were more social interactions
between typically developing and SWDs outside of the classroom once they were included in
class together.
Looking more closely at the interactions between SWDs and their typically developing
peers in high school in Washington State, Helmstetter and colleagues (1994) surveyed 166
students without dis/abilities who attended general education classes alongside SWDs to
determine the reported effects of participating in social relationships with SWDs. After factor
analysis of the students’ responses, perceived positive outcomes emerged. Students expressed
increased awareness and responsiveness to other peoples’ needs, value of relationships with
individuals with dis/abilities, and an appreciation of human diversity. Results also indicated that
students had an increased level of personal development, including self-worth, and an increased
tolerance for the behavior of others. Students did not report having difficulties developing
relationships with SWDs and did not feel like other high school experiences were compromised
by their relationships. Therefore, the study implies that typically developing high school students
personally benefit from the inclusion of SWDs in general education programs. In order for
students to be effectively included, however, appropriate inclusive practices should be
implemented both on an individual classroom level and on the schoolwide level.
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Inclusive Practices
Inclusive Practices for SWDs
Inclusive practices allow SWDs to engage in learning experiences to the same extent as
those without dis/abilities. Though there are strategies that foster inclusion that teachers utilize in
individual classrooms (Murawski & Lochner, 2010; Obiakar et al., 2012; Udvari-Solner &
Thousand, 1996; West & Forlin, 2015), inclusion should be a school-wide initiative (Kluth et al.,
2003; Theoharis & Causton, 2014). By building community in schools and classrooms, teachers
and other staff members can help foster students’ sense of belonging and make them feel socially
as well as academically included (West & Forlin, 2015).
Theoharis and Causton (2014) argued that in order for all students to be fully included in
schools, those schools have to retire pull-out and self-contained special education programs and
instead place students strategically in classrooms with positive peer role models, where SWDs
receive services from staff who push in to the classrooms. The researchers emphasized it is the
school leader’s responsibility to create a climate of belonging, where all staff view all students as
valuable and capable. They concluded that inclusive schools have a strong sense of community
amongst staff, students, and families, which is spearheaded by the school leaders. Also noting the
importance of involving families, Kluth and colleagues (2003) explained that inclusive schools
are those who make families feel that they are integral members of the school community.
Inclusive schools welcome families with children with dis/abilities by providing extra support in
connecting with families whose children do not have dis/abilities as well as finding information
about school and neighborhood activities.
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At the classroom level, studies indicate that effective inclusive practices include
providing academic accommodations and positive behavior support as well as differentiating
instruction for the specific students in the class (Murawski & Lochner, 2010). Differentiation of
instruction, an essential principle of inclusion, is based on the idea that not all individuals learn
in the same way. If instruction is differentiated, then teachers and service providers are adapting
the curriculum and/or instructional methods to meet the needs of the students, rather than
expecting the students to adapt to the curriculum or instructional approach (Obiakar et al., 2012).
Research has indicated that teachers meet the academic needs of a greater number of students in
their classes by planning instruction based on the theory that humans have multiple intelligences.
In doing so, they consider varying learning styles and offer students a variety of activities that
allow them to give multimodal responses (Bower et al., 2015; Mastropieri & Scruggs, 2015;
Udvari-Solner & Thousand, 1996).
Inclusive education extends beyond giving all students access to the same curriculum and
learning standards by modifying instruction and providing accommodations such as assistive
technology, peer support, and specialized instruction (West & Forlin, 2015). In order to facilitate
this sense of community that Theoharis and Causton (2014) and Kluth and colleagues (2003)
deem essential to inclusive schools, teachers must consciously facilitate belonging in their
classes by assigning valued roles and responsibilities to all members of the class, providing a
platform for student decision-making and discussions about inclusion, and fostering studentstudent relationships (West & Forlin, 2015). For example, teachers should highlight social
connections among peers and make accommodations to social activities so that all students can
participate.
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In order for these practices to truly be successful, teachers need to have the mindset that
SWDs are competent, while also having the skill set to assess and address the varying needs in
their classrooms (Tirri & Laine, 2019). Teachers must be reflective in their practice with a
willingness to assess and challenge their own biases and assumptions about students as well as
collaborate with others in an effort to continuously promote positive change on a school level
(Kluth et al., 2003; Tirri & Laine, 2019). The role of the teacher is to empower students to make
their own choices about learning, and to construct their own knowledge through student-led
activities and discussions (Florian & Black-Hawkins, 2011; Kluth et al., 2003).
Inclusive Practices for Students with ASD
Individuals with ASD have unique characteristics, skills, challenges, and tendencies. For
example, students with ASD may:

read fluently but with little comprehension, excel at memorization but struggle with
creative projects, appear indifferent to most class activities but care intensely about
changes in schedule, engage enthusiastically in one-on-one instruction but tune out
when working in groups or completing independent assignments, seek out peers but
fail to sustain interactions with them, and customarily be the gentlest of children yet
sporadically erupt in frustration (Smith, 2012, p. 3).
Individuals with ASD may also have difficulty with social interaction, including initiating and
maintaining a reciprocal conversation (American Psychiatric Association, 2013; Mehling &
Tassé, 2016). Additionally, students with ASD may experience comorbidities such as
generalized anxiety and social anxiety (Schall & McDonough, 2010; White, Ollendick, & Bray,
2011). There is also evidence that individuals with ASD struggle with self-awareness, including
the ability to understand their own challenges (Barnhill et al., 2000). These characteristics may
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make it difficult for students within this population to feel included in general education
programs.
It is especially important for educators to address the needs of students with ASD at the
high school level, where the environment is often much larger and far less structured (Rutledge
et al., 2012). Furthermore, during this adolescent period, individuals with ASD may experience
increased resistance to change, aggression, and the potential for self-injurious behavior (Levy &
Perry, 2011) and further difficulties with socialization, which result in these students being
bullied and socially excluded by peers (Humphrey & Symes, 2010). Therefore, it is imperative
that practices beyond those addressing academic inclusion are addressed.
Most of the research conducted about inclusive practices for this age group relates to
social inclusion and suggests the implementation of peer networks with adult support (Gardner et
al., 2014; Hochman et al., 2015; Koegel et al., 2013). Gardner and colleagues (2014) sought to
measure the impacts of these peer networks on social outcomes for two students grades 9 and 12.
One peer group was facilitated by a special education teacher, while the other was led by a
paraprofessional. Both were trained to serve this role and had experience working with the
students. Both peer networks, which met one to two times per week, included three typically
developing peers who were recommended by the facilitators. The researchers used partial
interval recording to collect data on social interactions, engagement, and individualized social
development goals that could naturally be targeted during the group sessions and were
determined by the students’ teachers. Social validity was also measured as students with ASD
and their parents completed a survey about the network and friendships in school and the
students without ASD completed a survey inquiring about whether or not they would
recommend this type of peer networking to other students. Results indicated that the facilitated
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peer networks led to a significant increase in social engagement and peer interactions.
Furthermore, participating peers and students with ASD indicated that they enjoyed engaging in
the networks and would want to participate in them in the future.
Koegel and colleagues (2013) also implemented peer networks with students with ASD,
but incorporated the students’ preferred interests into social activities in these networks in order
to increase their level of engagement with typically developing peers as well as their ability to
initiate socialization with typical peers. The study also determined the influence on the students’
affect during social interactions and whether or not any newly developed skills would generalize.
The seven high school students with ASD, referred for the study by school psychologists due to
their struggles with interacting with typically developing peers, were fully included in all of their
classes. Seven to 24 typically developing peers as well as three to four students with ASD
attended social clubs surrounding the preferred interests of the students. The researchers
collected frequency data on the percentage of time the student with ASD engaged with typical
peers and the social initiations made by the student with ASD. Social validation was also
measured by students’ (with and without ASD) responses to a questionnaire about their
experiences during the intervention. Results indicated that the social activities surrounding
preferred interests were effective in increasing students with ASD’s engagement with typical
peers as well as their ability to initiate social interactions. Both typically developing students and
those with ASD reported that they enjoyed taking part in the clubs and most students with ASD
initiated socialization and engaged with typical peers appropriately. Unfortunately, an
insufficient amount of data was collected to prove maintenance and generalization, including
whether or not incorporating preferred interests across different kinds of activities would produce
similar results.
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Watkins and colleagues (2019) conducted the only comprehensive project to
quantitatively analyze the effectiveness of focused interventions, or those designed to influence
specific outcomes, for students with ASD in inclusive classrooms. The meta-analysis included 28
studies that met the rigorous research standards established by What Works Clearninghouse for
group design and single case-design. Using Cohen’s d and Pearson correlation coefficients to
determine the effectiveness of interventions in group designs and effect size calculation for
single-case designs, these researchers found that visual supports, self-monitoring, and peermediated interventions resulted in large effects, implying that they are impactful interventions
for students with ASD. Individualized interventions using functional behavioral assessments
produced significantly greater outcomes than all other intervention types. Peer networks, such as
those examined by Koegel and colleagues (2013), also proved to have positive outcomes, but
results were not as generalizable, suggesting that other strategies should be used in conjunction
with this intervention to promote generalization and sustainment. Thirty-two percent of those
implementing the interventions across studies were teachers or other school staff, who produced
significantly better outcomes than interventionists in the other studies. Therefore, teachers in
inclusive classrooms have the potential to implement effective interventions for students with
ASD.
Though tremendous information can be learned from the meta-analysis conducted by
Watkins and associates (2019), it is important to note that only 9% of participants were
secondary school aged. Therefore, more research is needed about interventions for students in
high school. Additionally, the majority of participants were white, with only nine Latinx, five
Black, and two biracial students involved across the 28 studies. The number of Black and
biracial participants was so low that there were not enough cases for statistical analysis of
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outcomes for these specific subgroups. This indicates a clear lack of presence of Black, Latinx,
and biracial students in ASD research. The current study attempted to specifically include
students from these subgroups in order to gain more insight into their specific experiences in
general education programs.
Theoretical Framework
Neurodiversity
The idea of acknowledging and even celebrating diversity amongst learners is linked to
the concept of neurodiversity, coined by journalist Harvey Blume and autism advocate Judy
Singer in 1998. Neurodiversity is the notion that brain differences are another element of human
diversity, which further represents the complexity of the human race. Neurodiversity recognizes
the strengths and challenges of individuals, rather than categorizing them by the difficulties that
they face. Armstrong (2012) urged special and general education teachers to begin viewing their
students through the lens of neurodiversity, arguing that “the neurodiversity-inspired educator
will have a deep respect for each child’s unique brain and seek to create the best differentiated
learning environment within which it can thrive” (p. 13). Historically, conversations around
students labeled as having a dis/ability compared them to typically developing students and were
centered around them having deficits and disorders that needed to be cured.
The concept of and conversation around neurodiversity has grown in popularity in the
autistic community over the last several years. In fact, self-identification as an individual with
ASD and awareness of neurodiversity is linked to perceiving autism as part of a person's identity,
for which no cure is needed (Kapp et al., 2013). This is a sentiment shared by the Autistic Self
Advocacy Network, who contests the pursuit of trying to “normalize” individuals with ASD, and
instead emphasizes creating a better quality of life for this population (Dunn et al., 2013). The
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neurodiversity theory honors individuals’ beliefs about their own identity, which could in turn
affect self-perceptions and experiences (Grant, 2009). The present study is founded on the
premise that researchers and practitioners should listen to the voices of students with ASD and,
therefore, neurodiversity is a central lens through which findings will be viewed.
Theory of Belonging
Empirical research in psychology has determined that having a sense of belonging is a
need among all humans (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Haggerty et al., 1992), which is the reason
Braun (2019) suggested educators need to broaden their conception of inclusive education to
consider students’ psychological feelings of belongingness. In their extensive review of literature
surrounding belongingness, Baumeister and Leary (1995) found that individuals have inherent
psychological motivation to belong to groups and to participate in social interactions. For this
reason, Bauemeister and Leary categorize it as a human need to establish relationships and
interact in positive ways with others. Comparatively, a lack of the sense of belonging can lead to
stress, emotional dysregulation and other health problems.
Research has concluded that belonging is an essential need in developing selfdetermination, or the ability to be intrinsically motivated to complete tasks that contribute to
personal growth (Gagné & Deci, 2005). Therefore, students need to feel as if they belong in
order to be motivated to work towards academic and personal goals (Deci & Ryan, 2001).
Having a sense of belonging in school is not only important because it influences student
motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2001; Goodenow & Grady, 1993), but also because it correlates with
academic achievement (Anderman, 2002; Georgiades et al., 2013; Goodenow & Grady, 1993).
The need to belong is especially critical during adolescence (Braun, 2019; Hagerty et al., 1992),
which is unfortunately when a lack of connection with school peers is often reported (O’Brennan
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& Furlong, 2010). Additionally, research has confirmed Black students are less likely to develop
and maintain a sense of belonging in school than white students (Brown & Evans, 2002;
Goodenow & Grady, 1993; Milner, 2010).
Goodenow and Grady (1993) measured the sense of belonging of 198 students, the
majority of whom were Black or Latinx. The study also measured the influence of school
belonging and friendship networks on academic motivation. The students, attending Grades 7
through 9 in two different schools, completed a Likert-type questionnaire measuring their
perceived sense of belonging and views about whether their friends value academic achievement.
They also completed two motivation scales about academic expectancy and value. The
researchers used correlational analysis and determined that school belonging was significantly
associated with friends’ values and academic motivation, including perceived value of school
work, expectancy, and effort. These results remained true even after the researchers controlled
for friends’ academic values, indicating that just having a sense of belonging can influence
motivation in school. Unfortunately, Goodenow and Grady found that, overall, the students
displayed low levels of belonging and motivation. School belonging was more related to
academic expectancy for Latinx than Black students, and for females than males.
Anderman (2002) later conducted two studies that aimed to identify individual and school
level predictors of belonging and then to examine the relationship between aggregated as well as
individual school belonging and psychological outcomes. For the first study, data was collected
from a diverse sample of 90,118 students in grades 7 through 12. The researchers measured
students' sense of belonging and self-concept with scales. They controlled individual differences
in order to examine school level predictors of belonging. Results indicated that belonging levels
varied across schools, with students in schools with busing practices experiencing lower senses
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of belonging. Belonging was also found to be lower in urban schools than suburban schools,
while no relationship was found between belonging and school size. Though less significantly,
attending a kindergarten to 12th grade school was more related to belonging than attending other
school types. On the individual level, higher perceived belonging correlated with self-concept.
Another key finding was that Black and Native Americans reported lower senses of belonging
than white students.
Using the same scales as the first study, Anderman (2002) measured the relationship
between school belonging and depression, optimism, school conflict, and grade point average
(GPA). Academic achievement was determined by the mean of students’ GPAs for core subject
areas. Depression, optimism, and social rejection were measured by separate scales. Results
revealed that higher levels of belonging were related to lower levels of depression, social
rejection, and behavior problems in school. Higher levels of belonging also correlated with
higher levels of optimism and higher GPA. Though ethnicity had no impact on these outcomes,
Black students exhibited higher levels of depression and lower GPAs than white students, which
makes sense considering the results of the first study regarding ethnicity. A concerning finding
of this study was that schools with higher aggregated belonging had greater levels of social
rejection and behavioral problems, indicating that in schools where there is a heightened sense of
belonging overall, students who do not feel they belong may be more prone to social rejection
and conflict in school.
Whether or not students feel as if they belong is influenced by school connectedness
(Libbey, 2004), which refers to how well they relate to others as well as whether or not they take
part in groups and activities (Karcher & Lee, 2002). Though school belonging, or membership, is
difficult to measure, West and Forlin (2015) explained that it is possible to gauge the extent at
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which SWDs belong by examining the accommodations that others make for them in order to be
members of the group. Some indicators of belonging include: having multiple friends from the
group, being a part of a smaller group of friends within the larger class, and engaging in
extracurricular activities such as clubs.
In order for inclusion of students with dis/abilities and students from diverse backgrounds
to be successful, schools need to develop a climate of belonging, where all school staff value
diversity among students and acknowledge their ability to meet high expectations (Theoharis &
Causton, 2014). Increasing belonging should be a schoolwide approach, where students and
teachers in each classroom work to build a community. In order to feel as if they belong, students
must feel not just accepted, but valued by staff members and other students and feel as if others
perceive them as competent (Anderson et al., 2014). Teachers can further facilitate the
development of a sense of belonging by assigning class roles and responsibilities to all students,
giving students the platform to have a voice during classroom meetings, and setting up time
periods for students to discuss issues related to inclusion and diversity (West & Forlin, 2015).
Other factors that influence school belongingness include adult support, belonging to a
positive peer group, commitment to education, and school environment (CDC, 2009). The
presence of adult support indicates that teachers, aides, and other school staff provide academic
and emotional attention and help to students. When students perceive the adults in their school
are committed to helping them succeed, this may encourage students to be more engaged in their
learning and participate in school activities. Positive student perceptions of school are also
influenced by the school environment, which relates to the physical environment and sense of
community. Finally, as indicated by the influences of relationships in individuals’ ecological
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microsystems, connecting with a group of peers in school can improve students’ perceptions of
school belonging.
In a later study exploring the specific factors that correlate with belonging, Brown and
Evans (2002) found levels of school connectedness for Black and Latinx students differed from
those of white students in Grades 7 through 12. After developing an instrument based on theory,
research, conversations with school administrators, and focus groups with the students
themselves, they surveyed 1,739 students to measure participation in extracurricular activities,
ethnicity, school connectedness, demographics, and substance use. Using multiple regression
equations, the researchers determined that participation in extracurricular activities was linked to
an increase in school connectedness for each ethnicity group, which prior research revealed can
have a positive influence on both motivation and social behavior (Goodenow, 1993). Brown and
Evans found that white students were more likely to participate in extracurricular activities than
students of color. These results imply that though inclusion in extracurricular activities positively
correlates with belonging, fewer students of color participate in these activities than do white
students who, therefore, reap these social benefits.
In exploring the effects of teacher interaction, instruction, and engagement on Black
female students’ sense of belonging in middle school, Booker and Lim (2018) found that the
students’ relationships with their teachers had a dynamic influence on their sense of belonging.
The researchers conducted semi-structured interviews with three white teachers and their eight
Black, female students, who were considered by their teachers to be high academic achievers in
middle school mathematics. The researchers analyzed the teacher provided data pertaining to
each student and compared it to the students’ interview responses to find two main themes:
Perceptions of Encouraging Relationships and Authentic Pedagogy. Each student reported that
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support from their teacher encouraged them to feel like they belonged in the class and, in turn,
increased their engagement in learning. Additionally, these students felt that their teachers valued
them and as people and viewed them as competent, as indicated by the descriptive words the
students thought their teachers would use to describe them. Finally, the students related their
positive relationships with their teachers to their high level of engagement and willingness to
volunteer in the classroom and help others.
Research has indicated that not only is having a sense of belonging an essential human
psychological need (Baumeister & Leary, 1995), but a sense of belonging in school results in
academic achievement, greater self-concept, and increased optimism (Anderman, 2002). Though
Brown and Evans showed that fewer students of color participated in extracurricular activities
and Anderman (2002) found that Black and Native American students experienced lower
feelings of belonging than did white students, there is a lack of research indicating why this may
be the case and, therefore, how schools can work to increase participation or implement other
strategies to increase belonging.
Dis/ability Critical Race Theory
DisCrit is undoubtedly linked to belonging as simply being labeled with a dis/ability can
lead to social rejection and exclusion from cultural, racial, and gender groups (Shifrer, 2013).
Highlighting the relationship between race and ableism, this theory acknowledges that people of
color who are labeled with a dis/ability experience multiple oppressions and are overrepresented
in systems and programs where reform is needed, such as special education (Annamma &
Handy, 2021). DisCrit provides a theoretical basis for seeking various perspectives, including
those who have been previously excluded in research, such as students of color diagnosed as
having a dis/ability and families from culturally diverse backgrounds (Annamma et al., 2018).
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DisCrit acknowledges the fact that there is no one-size fits all experience for people with
dis/abilities, which promotes the need to honor the voices of individuals who have been twice
minoritized.
DisCrit emphasizes that both ability and race are constructed by society and are
influencers of one another. Historically, research has determined that students of color,
especially Black students, were overrepresented in special education (Fierros & Conroy, 2002;
Harry & Klinger, 2014). More recent studies have suggested that students of color are actually
underrepresented in special education (Morgan et al., 2015), but they are likely to experience
racial biases when it comes to categories of dis/ability and receipt of special education services
based on those categories within their schools (Fish, 2019). Annamma and colleagues (2018)
argued that dis/abilities are subjectively diagnosed, and therefore, more likely to be susceptible
to societal interpretations of race. For example, Harry and Klinger (2014) have found that
students of color are much less represented in physical dis/ability populations, which Annamma
and colleagues (2018) suggested is evidence that other diagnoses are given due to race and
perceived ability. Having this label of dis/ability while being a person of color places students in
a situation where they are perceived as “less than” in comparison to white peers with and without
dis/abilities and peers of color who are labeled with a dis/ability (Annamma et al., 2018).
DisCrit is concerned with the ways race and ableism impact humans on an individual
level. Studies have found that the intersectionality of race and dis/ability are woven through
societal systems in ways that affect individuals of color with dis/abilities differently than white
people with dis/abilities (Fish, 2019; Solorzano & Yosso, 2001). In fact, SWDs of color are more
likely to attend segregated educational programs than white SWDs, who are more likely to be
placed in general education classrooms (Fierros & Conroy, 2002). Additionally, white students
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are more likely to be identified under the ASD special education eligibility category than their
Black and Latinx peers (Boswell et al., 2014; Hilton et al., 2010), who, in turn, receive fewer
special education services (Sturm et al., 2021). Therefore, the present study attempted to explore
the lived experiences of SWDs of color, who likely had a different high school experience than
white SWDs.
Research concerning inclusion and the sense of belonging of students who are twice
marginalized in this way is lacking. Despite the Individual with Disabilities Act of 2004’s
(IDEA) mandate for parent participation for all families of students with disabilities, families
from diverse backgrounds may experience barriers in collaborating with professionals in the
American education system (Cobb, 2014; Harry, 2008). If families experience barriers in
communication with their children’s schools, their children's level of inclusion will likely be
compromised (Kluth et al., 2003). Studies have reported that families from culturally diverse
backgrounds often feel disempowered, intimidated, and concerned about perceived negative
repercussions of advocating for their children (McDermott et al., 2006; Fish, 2008; Burke &
Goldman, 2018). Because the voices of individuals of color have historically been silenced by
professionals in the field of education (Miller, 2019), it is necessary to deliberately include them
in current inclusion research.
Perception Literature
Because understanding an individual or group’s perceptions leads to understanding the
meaning of an event or experience for those individuals or groups (Munhall, 2008), it is essential
that researchers, policy makers, and school professionals in the field of education understand the
perceptions of those they are intending to serve. Munhall (2008) defined perception as “a mode
of apprehending reality and experience through the senses, thus enabling discernment of figure,
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form, language, behavior, and action” (p. 2). Therefore, an individual’s perception is how he or
she understands, or interprets, his or her reality. Noting that “participant perspectives” is a
research construct, Luttrell (2010) warns that the approach can be intrusive, but poses minimal
risks of misrepresenting informant experiences. Studies that seek to uncover individuals’ or
social groups’ perceptions have an underlying understanding that different people have different
perceptions of similar experiences as a result of a variety of factors, including their history,
culture, customs, belief systems, and traditions (Munhall, 2008).
As humans experience their perceived worlds in immediate reality, they develop their
own truths, which influence the person’s opinions, actions, behavior, and decision-making
(Merleau-Ponty, 1964; Munhall, 2008). Social scientists have also noted the interdependent
relationship between perception and attitude, where attitude is narrowly defined as the approval
or disapproval of a perceived situation (Hudson & Rosen, 1953). Attitude does not define
behavior or beliefs. Attitude is an inclination to respond in a certain way to groups of people,
inanimate objects, an abstract concept, or the relationship between concepts (Oskamp & Schultz,
2005). Therefore, understanding the perceptions of people experiencing specific phenomena,
such as being a student with ASD included in general education, provides insight into the
situations of which they are more likely to approve and disapprove, and their perceived reasons
for doing so.
Perceptions of Students with Dis/abilities
Asking students about their own experiences not only honors the voices and gives agency
to these students in a way that helps shed light on inclusion as measured by students rather than
just inclusion that is measured by professionals and parents. For example, qualitative findings
determined that although students appreciated the individualized learning attention and support
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from pull-out teachers, they did feel as though they were perceived by other students as different
when being pulled out of their regular classrooms and were missing out on building relationships
with peers (Karin et al., 2012, Klingner et al., 1998). These findings coincide with those of
Saggers and colleagues (2011), who found that adolescent students with ASD felt that they
benefited from leaving their general education classes to go to a resource room or receive small
group instruction, but could still feel stigmatized for receiving extra academic support.
Idealistically, if students were fully included in their general education classes, then they would
receive the support that they need without having to be removed.
Much of the existing literature on perceptions of students with dis/abilities explores the
experiences of students with dis/abilities outside of ASD, including learning dis/abilities (LD)
(Chmiliar, 2009; Letrello & Miles, 2003), physical disabilities (Pivik et al., 2002), and multiple
dis/abilities (Rose & Shevlin, 2017). These studies serve as a testimony that SWDs are capable
of participating in research and sharing their voices, including identifying school practices and
policies that serve as facilitators and barriers to their inclusion. Some studies included
participants with varying dis/abilities while others were more specific in population and,
therefore, led to some dis/ability-specific findings. Still, trends across studies analyzing
perceptions of students with these different dis/abilities emerged. Themes of social exclusion
(Pivik et al., 2002), the development of friendships (Letrello & Miles, 2003; Rose & Shevlin,
2017), and teacher-student relationships (Chmiliar, 2009; Pivik et al., 2002; Letrello & Miles,
2003, Rose & Shevlin, 2017) permeated the literature.
Pivik and colleagues (2002) sought to determine the perceptions of students with physical
dis/abilities, including spina bifida and cerebral palsy, and their parents surrounding barriers to
inclusion and suggestions to reduce these barriers in eight schools in Ontario, Canada. The 15
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students in this study all had limited mobility and were between the ages of 9 and 16 years.
Using focus groups and qualitative thematic analysis, Pivik and colleagues found that students
encountered several environmental barriers to their inclusion, such as getting into the school
building (due to lack of automatic doors and appropriate ramps), narrow corridors, and too small
passageways within their classrooms. Students also reported feeling frightened due to their
inability to use the fire doors and had difficulty using water fountains and locker hooks, which
were often set at unreachable heights. Students further described social isolation, physical and
emotional bullying, difficulty forming friendships, and being treated differently by teachers and
peers. Parents reported similar barriers as the students, with parents of older children reporting
inaccessible cafeteria and laboratory spaces as an additional barrier. They argued that such
barriers caused their children to be socially isolated. Finally, students indicated lack of teacher
knowledge and understanding as a barrier to their full participation. The students had obvious
suggestions to remedy these barriers, including building structure modifications, technological
sensors for doors and lockers, and dis/ability awareness education for students and staff.
Using a multiple case study design, Chmiliar (2009) explored and compared the
perceptions of students with learning disabilities (LD), their parents, and their teachers regarding
their experiences in an inclusive environment in a suburban school district in Canada. The case
studies consisted of one interview with each of the 15 (total) participants. Data from interviews
were organized by case and then integrated across cases. The researcher analyzed the data for
common threads and discrepancies amongst the responses within and across each stakeholder
group. The author noted the discrepancy between the teachers’ and parents’ perspectives about
the content of the students’ IEPs. Teachers reported consistent communication with parents,
while parents were largely unaware of the contents of the IEP and the IEP process in general.
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Connections made between the cases revealed that students appreciated having friends in regular
classes and perceived their teachers to be very supportive. Teachers spoke positively about
inclusion, recognizing the importance of collaboration and the need to make adaptations to
instruction. Similar to the students, parents noted that their children’s current school year in the
inclusive setting was more appropriate academically and socially for their children than previous
years despite the academic challenges and problems with homework.
Feeling accepted in school continued to be a prevalent theme in the literature on
perceptions of students with dis/abilities as Rose and Shevlin (2017) examined whether or not
students diagnosed with varying dis/abilities felt like they belonged in general education schools
in Ireland as well as the factors that contributed to their feelings of belonging. The data, pulled
from a larger, longitudinal study conducted over a period of four years, consisted of transcripts
from 120 semi-structured interviews with SWDs attending elementary schools and secondary
schools. The interviews, conducted twice with two years in between, resulted in transcript data
that provided information about the education experiences of students across the country.
Students reported they felt supported by teachers and support staff and recognized that they
consistently had the opportunity to seek academic assistance. Along the same lines, they
acknowledged many teachers thoroughly explained newly taught concepts, allowing them to
complete class activities. Though the students were cognizant of academic struggles, they had
the confidence to ask for help. Rose and Shevlin explained that getting learning support from
resource rooms could result in missed content in their main classrooms. This approach was
appreciated by most students who liked being in a small group for part of the school day and
noted the positive attitudes of resource room teachers. Finally, students indicated
paraprofessional support as an imperative part of their ability to access lessons in general
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education classes, noticing that their independence was increased and their reliance on such
support lessened as they progressed through grade levels.
Students in Rose and Shevlin’s study also noted their apprehension about transitioning
from elementary to secondary school. This topic was explored by Letrello and Miles (2003) in a
study analyzing the perceptions of students with and without LD transitioning into high school to
uncover what transition activities the students perceived as helpful as well as the differences in
experiences between both groups of students. Six students with LD and six students without LD
were interviewed after they transitioned from the same middle school to the same high school in
the Midwestern United States. Both groups of students identified teacher expectations, block
scheduling, time management, and homework demands as elements of high school that were
challenging for them. Though students with dis/abilities were involved in fewer extracurricular
activities, both groups explained that facilitators of the transition included establishing
friendships, participating in extracurricular activities, and having more independence. Findings
suggested, however, that students with LD relied more heavily on peers and teachers for
academic support. Therefore, social interaction was essential for their transition into high school.
Findings from the research on student perceptions has revealed that social interactions,
including the development and sustainment of friendships and teacher-students relationships,
was essential in facilitating the inclusion of SWDs. In some cases, SWDs relied on these
relationships to navigate the more challenging experiences, such as transitioning to a new school
(Letrello & Miles, 2003; Rose & Shevlin, 2017). The existing research also revealed that, despite
students noting the importance of socialization, SWDs sometimes experience social exclusion
(Pivik et al., 2002), which may compromise their sense of belonging (Allen & Kern, 2017). The
present study recognizes that the social aspect of inclusion can be especially challenging and
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important to students with ASD, who often present with social and communication differences
(American Psychiatric Association, 2013). Furthermore, there is limited research around
students’ perceptions of academic and self-regulatory supports, which researchers have found
may differ from those considered experts in the field (Karin et al., 2012; Klingner et al., 1998;
Saggers et al., 2011).
Perceptions of Students with ASD
As stated earlier, students with ASD present with unique characteristics, skills,
tendencies, and challenges, which need to be addressed by educators (Smith, 2012), especially at
the high school level, where the environment is often much larger and much more chaotic
(Rutledge et al., 2012). White and colleagues (2011) have found that many individuals with ASD
experience an increase in self-awareness during adolescence and, therefore, young adults are
likely able to assess the experiences that were beneficial and those that were not helpful during
their high school years. Literature on the perceptions of students with ASD is scarce, and nearly
all existing on the topic have been conducted in countries outside of the United States (Hedges et
al., 2014; Humphrey & Lewis, 2008a; Humphrey & Lewis, 2008b; Saggers et al., 2011). Still,
noteworthy findings have surfaced from these studies. For example, some students described
peers as supportive (Humphrey & Lewis, 2008a; Saggers et al., 2011), while others described
them as harmful (Connor, 2000; Humphrey & Lewis, 2008a). Though students did not want to be
perceived as different (Humphrey & Lewis, 2008a; Saggers et al., 2011), which sometimes
happens when their diagnosis is revealed, some described teacher knowledge of their ASDspecific characteristics to be helpful. Clear routines (Humphrey & Lewis, 2008b), calm and
predictable environments (Connor, 2008; Humphrey & Lewis, 2008a), and low student-staff
ratios were amongst other perceived facilitators to inclusion.
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Research by Saggers and colleagues (2011), conducted in Australia, aimed to identify the
practices that high school students with ASD perceived as facilitators and those they perceived as
inhibitors to their learning and engagement in their general education classes. Saggers employed
qualitative methods, including conducting two semi-structured interviews with each of the nine
students. The researchers conducted the second interview with each participant to further explore
the key experiences that the students shared in the first interview. After constant comparative
analysis, they found teacher characteristics, such as relatedness and active listening, and covert
support for developing academic and social skills to be key facilitators in their participation and
learning. Elements they perceived as not helpful included teachers who they felt did not
understand them and were described as strict and mean, an overwhelming workload, and the
high-demand for handwriting. Students further reported that having friendships helped them feel
supported in school, while socializing could sometimes be uncomfortable. On the other hand,
findings suggested that bullying and teasing was a strong negative factor in their participation
and learning.
Humphrey and Lewis (2008a) analyzed the perceptions of students with ASD about their
everyday experiences in general education and the practices that facilitate their learning and
participation and those that compromise it. Using semi-structured interviews and pupil diaries of
20 students aged 11-17 years as well as one student’s drawings of their school experiences, the
researchers discovered students did not want to be perceived by others as different or treated
differently. This sentiment seemed to be interrelated with disclosing their ASD diagnosis to peers
and teachers, with some students expressing that sharing their diagnosis was a barrier to their
participation in general education. Like the participants in Sagger and associates’ (2011) study,
some students indicated that, though they appreciated adult support in core subjects because it
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reduced their anxieties, they preferred when the support was given in a subtle way that was not
obvious to peers, such as offering assistance to all students in the class at different times rather
than sitting close to the student with ASD. Another important finding was that many students
experienced anxiety caused by the hectic, unpredictable school environment, resulting from
crowded hallways and changes in routine. Again, participants noted friendships as a source of
support, but described serious incidents of bullying, with both verbal and physical violence, as
inhibitors to their participation and learning.
The aforementioned study conducted by Humphrey and Lewis (2008a) was extracted
from a broader exploratory project, which used a multiple case-study design to determine the
facilitators and barriers to the inclusion of students with ASD as well as to evaluate how the
school leaders, teachers, teaching assistants, parents, and peers of students with ASD perceive
inclusion in four non-specialized schools in the United Kingdom (Humphrey & Lewis, 2008b).
Using interviews, school observations, and analysis of student diaries and school documents, the
researchers found that in schools where diversity and acceptance were valued, inclusion policies
were more closely followed. Another facilitator to inclusion was communication, where schools
that consistently passed information about students to stakeholders were more successful in
adapting instruction to meet the needs of individual students. Though students remarked
assistants as helpful, students perceived some teachers used the presence of an assistant as a way
to relieve their own responsibility in supporting individual students. The amount of
differentiation of instruction was inconsistent across schools and classrooms, partially because of
the lack of clarity about whether the assistant was responsible for differentiating or the teacher.
Findings also suggest that students with ASD have distinct needs, such as a clear routine, the
need for staff to recognize the characteristics of ASD in their interactions with the students, and a
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calm, predictable environment. Strategically grouping students and setting aside quiet spaces in
school were helpful in reducing these barriers in some schools.
Consistent with the findings from Humphrey & Lewis (2008b), Tobias (2009) revealed
that parents and high school students with ASD perceived good communication as well as staff
knowledge of ASD as helpful support. Employing one focus group with five parent participants
and two groups with a total of 10 students in the United Kingdom, Tobias found that parents also
perceived transition planning and a peer mentoring program to be helpful for students navigating
the high school environment. Participants named individualized social and academic support, a
welcoming school environment, and lower student-staff ratios as helpful to students. Similar to
those in the other studies discussed, students reported bullying as a problem, while parents
considered their children’s sense of belonging as an area that needed support. Other perceived
possibilities for additional support included the need for self-confidence and self-awareness,
independence, organizational skills, and life skills that would translate outside the classroom.
Themes of bullying and being different surfaced in an earlier study conducted by Connor
(2000), who interviewed 16 secondary school students with ASD and the special education
coordinators from the general education schools that they attended. The purpose of the study was
to gain an understanding of the experiences of students with ASD, including themes linked to
their anxiety and stress, as well as challenges that they have in school as identified by the
coordinators. Many students named social challenges, such as difficulty making friends, verbal
abuse from peers, and the notion of being different. Losing materials, understanding class
content, and homework expectations were among other challenges that the students named.
Students also reported that it is difficult to work in noisy, chaotic environments where other
students behave inappropriately. The coordinators raised similar concerns, suggesting that
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students with ASD often had difficulty with organization, had trouble navigating chaotic areas,
and were not socially accepted or settled for peer relationships that led to copying misbehavior.
Another study that explored the perceptions of multiple stakeholders, including students
with ASD, parents, general education teachers, and special education staff, conducted focus
groups to understand the experiences of high school students with ASD in North Carolina
(Hedges et al., 2014). The research question, “What is challenging about high school for students
with ASD and their providers?” (Hedges et al., 2014, p. 67) was developed after initial review of
the data for a larger scale study to develop comprehensive programming for students with ASD.
Forty-one participants were placed into seven groups of 3 to 9 people based on stakeholder
category, consisting of 5 students with ASD, 10 parents, and 26 school personnel from one
university community and one rural/urban community. Like those in studies conducted by
Saggers and colleagues (2011), the majority of the participants were white. Lack of consistency
across contexts served as a challenge for students with ASD. For example, differing expectations
between middle and high school, between different classes, and between home and school were
difficult for students to manage. All stakeholders indicated that establishing relationships was
another challenge for students with ASD, with one student naming “being different” as part of
the reason. Consistent with Humphrey and Lewis’s (2008b) findings, participants identified lack
of communication among school personnel and between teachers and parents as well as lack of
knowledge of ASD amongst general educators as additional challenges. Though IEPs are meant
to be helpful for students, participants explained IEPs sometimes served as barriers because not
all teachers had access to them, they were created but not implemented, they were not specific
enough, or they only outlined some areas of functioning.
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A prevalent theme across this perception literature is that students with ASD in general
education settings often fall victim to bullying and social isolation (Connor, 2000; Humphrey &
Lewis, 2008a; Saggers et al., 2011; Tobias, 2009), which indicates that students’ sense of
belonging is likely compromised (Allen & Kern, 2017). However, these studies did not go
deeply into the practices that helped or did not help the students feel a sense of belonging in
general education settings. Though previous student perception literature has revealed some
specific academic and social support that has been helpful to students with ASD including a low
student-teacher ratio (Tobias, 2009), clear routines (Humphrey & Lewis, 2008b), covert
academic support (Humphrey & Lewis, 2008a; Saggers et al., 2011) and calm and predictable
environments (Connor, 2008; Humphrey & Lewis, 2008a), more information is needed on the
specific support students with ASD have received, or would have liked to receive, in their
schools. It is also important to note that race was either not described in these studies or the
majority of the participants were white (Hedges et al., 2014; Saggers et al., 2011). Further
research needs to deliberately include students of color with ASD, who are twice marginalized,
and are likely to have different experiences than those of their white peers. The students
themselves are the true experts on revealing the academic, social, and behavioral practices that
have facilitated their inclusion, but their parents are also key sources of this information, as they
may recall experiences that the students did not or be privy to information that their children
were not.
Perceptions of Parents
Not only can parents offer further information about their children’s school experiences
that students may have not known, understood, or recalled, they might have differing perceptions
than the students themselves about those experiences. Research regarding the perceptions of
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parents of SWDs around inclusion suggested that most parents wanted their children to be fully
included in general education for the majority of the school day (Gallagher et al., 2000 ), while
more parents of children with Down syndrome desired full inclusion than parents of students
with ASD (Kasari et al., 1999). The research suggests that parents of students with ASD
recognize their children’s differences (Carrington & Graham, 2001) and believe that they have
the social and academic profiles to be included in general education with specific interventions,
while others believed these differences were cause for more specialized instruction outside of
general education (Kasari et al., 1999). Findings reveal limited examination of parent insight into
the facilitators and barriers of inclusion, but noted parents’ wishes to build their children’s
independence (Gallagher et al., 2000) and develop friendships (Carrington & Graham, 2001).
Gallagher and associates (2000) conducted interviews with 21 parents and siblings of
SWDs, including Down syndrome, ASD, and other moderate dis/abilities to examine the ways in
which they were involved in school and community activities as well as to understand parent and
sibling perspectives about inclusion. All of the SWDs were included in general education classes
for at least one academic subject in Georgia, with the 13 high school students included in five
subjects. Therefore, the SWDs experienced different levels of inclusion and parents and siblings
reported on their experiences. Similar to studies regarding student perceptions, the majority of
the participants were white. Descriptive analysis of the responses regarding involvement
determined that SWDs in the inclusive settings had parents and siblings that participated in
community activities; the siblings participated in more extracurricular activities than the SWDs.
A code-category-theme process was used to analyze the remaining qualitative data, which
revealed that parents were usually the stakeholders to initiate the inclusion process. Most parents
reported that they were content with the level of social interaction with typically developing
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peers their children experienced, but some indicated that their children did not have enough
interaction. Similarly, some parents were content with their children being included for nonacademic subjects only, while most wanted their children to experience full-inclusion with the
maximum amount of time spent in the general education classroom. Finally, the study
determined that parents wanted their children to gain independence that they could then carry
into adulthood.
In an attempt to analyze the influences of diagnosis, age, and current educational
placement on parental perceptions towards inclusion, Kasari and associates (1999) conducted a
mixed-methods study using surveys sent anonymously to two parent associations with parents of
children with Down syndrome and children with ASD. Respondents were 53% families of
children with Down syndrome and 40% families with children with ASD from ages 2 through 18
years. The 3-part survey asked parents to provide descriptive information, report their
satisfaction with and the advantages of their child’s current educational placement, and to
identify and record possible advantages of the ideal educational placement for their child. Results
from logistic regression analyses revealed parents of children with Down syndrome were 72%
more likely to identify full-time placement in general education with services as their ideal
educational program for their children than parents of children with ASD. Common themes
revealed by written comments showed that 58% of parents with children with ASD wanted an
inclusive placement because of their child’s academic or social functioning, while other parents
did not did not desire inclusion because they perceived their child needed specialized instruction
due to the distinct characteristics of ASD. Parents who communicated that inclusion was ideal
explained this was only the case if services such as 1:1 support and related services were
available in the general education classrooms.
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Despite the evidence that parents of students with dis/abilities, and ASD in particular,
want their children to be included in general education programs (Gallagher et al., 2000; Kasari
et al., 1999), Carrington and Graham (2001) revealed that parents are cognizant of the challenges
their children may face as individuals with ASD in inclusive settings. Using a case study
approach and semi-structured interviews, Carrington and Graham provided the opportunity for
two 13 year-old boys with ASD to describe their school experiences and gave their mothers the
platform to share their reflections about their sons’ development and experience in school. The
researchers derived conceptually specified categories from the data and used constant
comparison to identify relationships between categories and reported experiences from the
parents and their children. Like students with ASD have expressed themselves (Humphrey &
Lewis, 2008a; Saggers et al., 2011), the parents in this study explained that their children have
always been different, specifically in terms of their social behavior, while the students expressed
a need for acceptance. The parents also described their children’s challenges in making friends,
an act that students with ASD have named as facilitators to their inclusion (Humphrey & Lewis,
2008a, Saggers et al., 2011). Similar to findings from previous studies (Connor, 2000; Humphrey
& Lewis, 2008a), the mothers explained the students' need for a routine and sameness.
Interestingly, they explained that their children often masqueraded in school their stress from
social situations, overwhelming workload, and routine changes, but had emotional reactions at
home from it. Finally, because the students internalized their stress and challenges, it was
difficult for adults to realize their needs.
Existing literature on parent perceptions of inclusion has mainly described whether or not
parents perceive inclusive settings to be appropriate for their children, and has focused minimally
on the factors that contribute to the successful inclusion of their children. The call for acceptance
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of students with ASD in general education classes has surfaced across both students’ and
parents’ perception literature (Carrington & Graham, 2001; Humphrey & Lewis, 2008a; Saggers
et al., 2011). However, this perception research does not deeply describe the academic and
behavioral regulation support practices that students and their families feel facilitate inclusion of
students with the specific characteristics exhibited by students with ASD. Analyzing both
perceptions of students with ASD and their parents, specifically from families of color, will
allow those in the field of education to gain a holistic picture of their daily experiences.
Conclusion
There have been multiple definitions of inclusion presented across studies surrounding
including SWDs (Desimone & Parmar, 2006; Gavish, 2017; Gallagher et al., 2000; Lindsay et
al., 2013; Smith, 2007; Tirri & Laine, 2019), but none of these definitions take into the account
the perceptions of the students to whom they are referring. Perceptions of parents and their
children can provide a window into the challenges they face as students, so that future research
can study ways to alleviate these challenges. For example, the study conducted by Carrington
and Graham (2001) identified preferred (what they call restricted) interests as a challenge in
social situations. However, Koegel and colleagues (2013) found that these interests can be
incorporated into social clubs to increase socialization between students with ASD and their
peers.
Not only is there a lack of insight from students and families about academic and
behavioral facilitators and barriers to inclusion, but there is also very limited research about
whether or not SWDs feel as though they belong in general education classes (Stiefel et al.,
2018). Having a sense of belonging has been related to increased academic motivation and
achievement (Anderman, 2002; Goodenow & Grady, 1993). Evidence has suggested people of
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color experience lower feelings of school belonging than white students (Anderman, 2002;
Brown & Evans, 2002). Unfortunately, individuals of color have been historically excluded from
discourse around the education of their children (Miller, 2019). Therefore, families of color,
including their children with dis/abilities who are twice marginalized due to having a dis/ability
and being individuals of color, need to be purposely included in inclusive education research
(Connor et al., 2016), especially as it relates to having a sense of belonging. In doing so,
researchers need to honor the voices of these individuals to describe the factors that contribute to
their inclusion as well as those that inhibit it.
Diversity, racial and neurodiversity in particular, is a theme that permeates existing
inclusive education literature. If research suggests that experts need to acknowledge the strengths
of neurodiverse individuals (Armstrong, 2012), then those individuals need to be deliberately
included in research that serves to influence their experiences in school. There are a number of
inclusive frameworks, approaches, and practices (Kluth et al., 2003; Theoharis & Causton, 2014;
West & Forlin, 2015), but they do not draw upon the voices of the students themselves, who
have proven to be capable self-advocates who can participate in qualitative research (Hedges et
al., 2014; Humphrey & Lewis, 2008a; Pincock & Jones, 2020; Saggers et al., 2011). Therefore,
the present study interviewed students with ASD themselves and their families as experts in
order to reveal the academic, social, and behavioral practices that have facilitated the students’
true inclusion.
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CHAPTER III
METHODS
Design
The purpose of this study was to inform educational policies and school practices
surrounding the inclusion of students with ASD in general education and co-teaching settings by
conducting an in-depth analysis of the perceptions and experiences of a diverse sample of
students with ASD and their parents in regards to their inclusion in these settings. Qualitative
methodologies were the most appropriate to carry out this research because they give the
opportunity to examine social experiences through multiple lenses, adding to the body of
knowledge around those experiences (Luttrell, 2010). This kind of deep exploration into
perceptions would not have been possible using quantitative methods. Luttrell (2010) described
qualitative research as a tool for social analysis, and defined it as “an effort to highlight the
meanings people make and the actions they take, and to offer interpretations of the how and
why” (p. 1).
A phenomenological approach to qualitative research was employed in order to
understand and describe participants’ perceptions of inclusion based on their experiences through
interviewing (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Using a phenomenological approach, researchers can
attempt to capture the lived experience of key stakeholders in inclusive education, such as
teachers, students, and families (Adams & Van Manen, 2008; Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Therefore, phenomenology focuses more on how humans experience situations and events rather
than how they are in reality (Gallagher, 2012). According to Boylorn (2008), “lived experience,
as it is explored and understood in qualitative research, is a representation and understanding of a
researcher or research subject's human experiences, choices, and options and how those factors
influence one's perception of knowledge” (p. 2). This study sought to explore and understand the
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lived experiences of students with ASD and their parents, specifically those from families with
culturally diverse backgrounds, as there is currently a dearth of research that puts the voices of
these stakeholders at the forefront.
The phenomenological qualitative approach relies on the belief that in order to fully
understand a social phenomenon, researchers must keep the voices of those who experience it at
the forefront of the research (Creswell & Poth, 2018). This study aimed to do this by engaging
in an interviewing process with students with ASD and their parents. Data from these interviews
was analyzed to look for emerging “themes or patterns” related to the following research
questions:
1. What does true inclusion mean for adolescent students with ASD who have been
enrolled in co-teaching/general education settings? What does true inclusion of
students with ASD mean for their parents?
2. What do adolescent students with ASD perceive as facilitators and barriers to
their full inclusion in co-teaching/general education settings? What do parents of
adolescent students with ASD perceive as facilitators and barriers to their full
inclusion in co-teaching/general education settings?
3. How do parent perceptions of inclusion compare to those of their adolescent
students with ASD?
Researcher Positionality
As a qualitative researcher, it is important to be transparent about positionality in order to
highlight potential biases, so that the research team can analyze any collected data by
concentrating only on the objectives of the study. I, the researcher of this study, am a doctoral
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candidate at Hunter College, City University of New York. I consider myself an advocate for
students with dis/abilities, and have been teaching students with and without dis/abilities for 11
years. For the last several years, I have been teaching within a program specifically designed for
including students with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) in a general education setting.
It is evident to me that my experiences as a special education teacher have molded my
positionality, which Luttrell (2010) warned could affect my approach to research, including my
interpretation of data outcomes. However, as Maxwell (2013) suggested, researchers’
experiences and history are necessary forces that drive them to explore the research topics that
they do. The motivation to pursue this research has risen from my experience teaching students
in both co-teaching and self-contained settings in three different school communities. That being
said, I am still tasked with ensuring my research is trustworthy. No study will ever be vacant of
researcher bias, but being transparent about my potential biases will help increase
trustworthiness.
I am an avid proponent of inclusion, and have strong feelings that students with
dis/abilities should have the opportunity to learn alongside typically developing peers as well as
to feel as though they belong to a community of learners. I recognize that these pose threats to
the trustworthiness of my research. My belief that certain inclusive practices are helpful to
students with autism had the potential to influence my interpretation of the data I collected. To
combat this threat, I recorded my pre-existing beliefs about the practices that I think are helpful,
and those that I think are harmful to students with autism. I engaged in memoing throughout the
data collection and analysis processes, and kept in mind that some adolescents and their parents
might not agree that an inclusive setting is the most appropriate for the student. Participants in
the study had the opportunity to engage in member-checking to make sure the data accurately
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reflects what they intended to say. I also piloted my interview questions with 3 parent-adolescent
dyads, and welcomed their feedback on whether or not they thought the questions were leading
in any way.
In addition to teaching students in preschool, elementary, and middle school, I have also
served as an adjunct lecturer for a graduate level course intended to prepare teachers to work
with students in the ASD Nest program. Participants in this study volunteered and were not
recruited from any schools in which I have been employed. Despite the potential threats posed by
my own perceptions and experiences working with students with autism in inclusive settings,
these experiences have also helped me develop competencies that will help me execute this
study. For example, I have a lot of experience building relationships with students with autism,
and have had some practice doing so in a virtual capacity. I also have a lot of experience working
with families of students with dis/abilities, specifically those from diverse backgrounds. This
experience helped me establish a rapport with the adolescents and parents participating in this
study.
In addition to experience building relationships with students and parents, the training I
have received through the ASD Nest program has equipped me with certain strategies that
facilitated the student participants’ ability to share more information during our interviews. For
example, rephrasing the questions using declarative language helped some students comprehend
the language involved in the question better and invited them to share information without
applying the pressure of a direct question (Koenig et al., 2009). Furthermore, due to my
experience working with this population, I know the importance of processing time. Therefore, I
provided the students with adequate time to process the questions during the interview, without
probing for a response or rephrasing too soon.
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Participants and Setting
Participants in this study included 6 dyads of adolescents with ASD and their parents
living in a large urban area on the East coast. The students were between the ages of 19 and 22
years old, so that they were able to reflect on their experiences in inclusive settings in high
school. Student participants included those with an ASD diagnosis who had attended an
integrated co-teaching or general education program for at least 2 years in high school. Parent
participants included biological parents or guardians who served as the child’s caregiver. Only
one parent for each adolescent participant was interviewed. If some parent interviews consisted
of two parents who contributed multiple perceptions about the same experiences, while other
families contributed only one parent interview, conclusions drawn from this data might have
been skewed to reflect the experiences of those families with more interviewees. Therefore, if
both parents were interested in participating, families who met the inclusion criteria for the study
would have been asked to choose the parent who they felt had the most knowledge about their
child’s schooling experiences, and that parent would have participated in the interview. Only one
parent for each participant, however, offered to interview. Parent participants were the mothers
of the adolescent participants who had in-depth knowledge of their adolescents’ experiences in
high school.
Participants in this study included 6 parent/child dyads. Purposeful selection was used to
recruit students who: (a) had a diagnosis of ASD - Level 1 (b) had at least 2 years of high school
experience attending co-teaching or general education courses and (c) were between the ages of
15-22 years. The co-teaching setting (one special education teacher and one general education
teacher) refers to core classes such as English language arts, mathematics, science, and social
studies in which 60% or more of the students do not have an individualized education program
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mandating an ICT or more restrictive placement (Fancsali, 2019). To reach the goal of having
the majority of the sample population represent those who have not been frequently heard from
in prior research, the intention was to have ⅔ of the adolescents and ⅔ of the parents be
individuals of color. Due to challenges in recruitment, however, this goal was not met.
Surveys and Interviews
After consent procedures were completed, the primary investigator asked parents and
students to complete a brief demographics/student characteristics survey. The parent and student
surveys, designed on and electronically mailed through a HIPAA-compliant online survey
software known as Qualtrics, collected the same information from parents and adolescents
separately. Both parents and students were asked about their ethnicity, age, gender, number of
years the student was in a co-teaching or general education setting, any other previous school
placements, and approximate number of periods per day the student spent in an inclusive setting.
The survey also asked participants to indicate at which grade level the student began attending an
inclusive setting and until which grade level the student attended the inclusive setting.
Participants were assigned pseudonyms and any other identifying characteristics were kept
confidential.
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with all students and parents participating in
the study. The researcher formulated specific interview questions (see Appendix A and
Appendix B) that elicited data related to the study’s research questions. The interview questions
aligned with the conceptual and theoretical frameworks as they drew upon elements related to
the meaning of inclusion as well as the theory of belonging. Baumeister and Leary (1995)
categorized belongingness as the feeling of belonging as a human need to establish relationships
and interact in positive ways with others. In this proposed study, adolescents and parents were
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asked what they thought it meant to belong in order to reveal their perception of belongingness.
These interview questions elicited participants’ perceptions because understanding perceptions
lead to understanding the meaning of an event or experience for those individuals (Munhall,
2008).
The interview questions then dug deeper into specific factors that were outlined by the
Center for Disease Control (CDC, 2009) after conducting an extensive literature review to
determine the factors that influence school belonging. The four factors that the CDC (2009)
named included adult support, belonging to a positive peer group, commitment to education, and
school environment. To address the concept of adult support through the interview questions, the
interviewer asked both the students and the parents to describe any way the adolescent’s
teachers and other staff members used to help the student learn and manage their behavior. The
adolescents and parents were also asked about the students’ peer relationships, including the
facilitators and challenges that the students faced when trying to make connections, which
referred to the factor of belonging to a positive peer group. According to the CDC (2009), the
concept of school environment refers to students’ perceived sense of community. Therefore,
some interview questions were designed to yield data about experiences at school that helped the
students feel more included as well as those that made them feel unwelcome or excluded.
Though there exists no single, unanimous definition of inclusion (Tirri & Laine, 2019),
the researcher crafted questions based on the concepts related to inclusion that were found in preexisting literature. Humphrey and Lewis (2008) argued that schools that value diversity have the
potential to create an environment that makes students feel accepted and included, which
stretches beyond the physical location in which the student is being taught. Therefore, the
questions for student participants addressed the students’ learning environments, their perceived
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quality of support from teachers and therapists, including behavioral and academic support, and
their sense of belonging in high school inclusive settings both in classrooms and during
extracurricular activities.
Inclusion research has highlighted types of academic and behavioral support that
inclusive classrooms are intended to offer, including adaptation of general education curriculum
and instruction, such as the use of small group instruction and cooperative learning strategies
(Devries et al., 2018; Hedges et al., 2014; Kurawa, 2010), whole-class planning and classroom
management (Kurawa, 2010; Sansosti & Sansosti, 2012;), and sometimes the availability of
educational assistants who are meant to aid both teachers and students (Humphrey & Lewis,
2008b; Saggers, 2015). In light of these concepts noted in prior research, the current study
included interview questions that are intended to yield data in relation to the type of academic
and behavioral support that students with ASD perceive to have been helpful for them. They also
had the opportunity to name actions that could have been taken or supports that would have been
helpful if they were in place.
Quality of instruction is also a concept that has been addressed in prior research
surrounding inclusion of students with dis/abilities. Studies have found that when students are
placed in general education settings, they have more access to age-appropriate content and
instructional materials (Kleinert et al., 2015) as well as more support from peers (Carter &
Hughes, 2006) than when they are placed in self-contained environments. Murawski and
Lochner (2010) name differentiating instruction for the students an essential principle of the
inclusive co-teaching setting. The current study sought to uncover what the students themselves
considered quality instruction, or what they deemed as essential to their learning experiences.
Therefore, they were asked about the kinds of activities they were engaged in and the strategies
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that their teachers used that they found facilitated their learning as well as about the experiences
that were challenging for them.
Though they were interviewed separately, the researcher crafted the parents’ questions to
be almost completely parallel to those for the student. Therefore, the data that resulted from the
questions was more easily compared per dyad during the analysis stage, where the research team
looked for key differences and similarities between parent and student responses. The questions
varied slightly, however, to account for the fact that parents offered a point-of-view about their
childrens’ experiences separate from the adolescent.
The interview protocol and questions were piloted with three 15 to 17 year-old students
with ASD and their parents in order to assess the clarity of each question and ensure the
questions resulted in data that correlated with the research questions. The pilot interviews also
provided the opportunity for parents and students to give feedback about the questions regarding
whether or not they were clear and understandable by the participants. The researcher revised the
protocol and questions based on the feedback from students and parents in the pilot interviews.
Their feedback confirmed the questions were not leading, but required some rewording and
reorganization to provide a more comfortable flow to potential participants. The revised
questions were those used with the official participants of the study.
Data Collection
Recruitment of participants was conducted largely through social media, including
Facebook and Instagram. Following approval from the institutional review board (IRB), the
researcher reached out to administrators of parent and self-advocacy groups to post a digital flier
on their Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter pages. The researcher also contacted communitybased organizations, such as after school programs for students with dis/abilities in order to
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recruit through their social media. The researcher also posted the digital flier on her personal
social media pages.
Because the goal of this study was to provide an outlet for parents and students from
communities who have been historically marginalized, the researcher attempted to stratify to
recruit participants with culturally diverse backgrounds by recruiting through web-based, family
organizations whose members include those from communities of color. At least ⅔ of the
participants were intended to be of color, while the remaining families were white. The
researcher first sought out family and community organizations that were more likely to include
families of color before extending recruitment efforts to organizations with a large membership
of white families. Additionally, during the screening process and after explaining the consent
process, the researcher planned to tell families that they may or may not be selected for the
interview. This was intended to further facilitate ethnicity diversification of the sample, which
would have been confirmed by the data collected from the demographics survey.
Despite the researcher’s deliberate attempts to recruit a majority of participants of color,
half of the participants identified as white. Because there were limited responses to the invitation
to participate, the researcher asked all interested participants who fit the inclusion criteria to
participate in the study. Additionally, the researcher sought IRB approval to amend the age range
of student participants from 18-21 to 15-22 in order to broaden the participant pool. The
researcher continued to invite participants through social media, and then adjusted the digital
flier to reflect the age range approved by the IRB. Parents emailed the primary researcher in
response to the posted digital flier, and then the researcher and parent scheduled a mutually
convenient time to engage in the screening process.
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Parent participants were invited to engage in a telephone or video conference screening
process to ensure they meet the inclusion criteria for the study. All parents chose a telephone
screening. With the parent, the researcher introduced herself, gave some background about the
study, confirmed that the family meets the inclusion criteria, and explained consent procedures.
If the parent and student met the inclusion criteria, the primary investigator emailed an informed
consent document detailing the procedures, risks, and benefits of the study to the parent and the
student, which were explained during the screening process. The researcher then emailed the
demographics survey via the Qualtrics software. As stated earlier, the researcher intended to
explain to the families during the screening process that they may or may not be selected for the
interview in order to use information from the demographics survey to reach a quota of ⅔
parents and adolescents of color, but ultimately decided to include all participants who fit the
inclusion criteria because there were limited interested participants.
If the family met the inclusion criteria and was selected to engage in the interview, the
researcher asked to hold a brief introductions session with the student. The researcher intended to
facilitate light conversation with the goal of familiarizing the student with her, and give them the
opportunity to ask questions about her work or the study. All students declined this invitation.
The researcher explained the consent procedures and shared the interview questions with the
student prior to the interview in an effort to prime them for the interview. Priming can help
prepare individuals with ASD for situations that may be new or challenging for them (Koenig et
al., 2009). Providing both the adolescents and parents with the interview questions also gave
them more time to reflect on experiences that they may have had in relation to the questions.
Therefore, once consent procedures were completed, the primary investigator sent the parent
interview questions to the parent participants.
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After all signed consent forms were returned, the researcher contacted the participants to
schedule the parent and student interviews, at mutually agreed upon times. A semi-structured
interview was used to collect data surrounding adolescents’ and parents’ perceptions of
inclusion, allowing the opportunity for individual interviewees to follow-up on whatever points
they think are salient (Brinkman, 2014). Semi-structured interviews helped keep the interview
focused on central topics, but provided the opportunity for interviewees to speak openly without
restriction to one idea (Freebody, 2012). The researcher systematically conducted the same
interview with multiple participants. The interviews followed a protocol and were conducted in
the same way every time (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Each interview was audio recorded verbatim
and later transcribed. The researcher took field notes during each interview.
Interviews took place via Zoom virtual conference. Each interview lasted between 40
and 60 minutes and consisted of approximately 11 open-ended questions, with clarification and
follow-up questions as needed during the same interview. The interviews were recorded using a
handheld recorder, to which only the primary researcher had access. Each interview followed a
protocol, which began with an introduction where the researcher briefly described the study,
including her role and the purpose of the interview.
The researcher intended to interview the parent first, and then the student at a later time
and/or date. The reason for this was the possibility that students would feel more comfortable
sharing their thoughts with the interviewer if they knew their parents had already done so.
However, the order of the interviews ultimately depended on student and parent preference and
schedule. The purpose of interviewing parents and students separately was to encourage students
and parents to answer freely without the influence of one another.
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The researcher planned to ask to do a subsequent interview with certain participants if
necessary in the event that some students or parents needed to establish a rapport with the
interviewer in order to feel more comfortable sharing their thoughts. However, the researcher did
not identify this as a need after receiving adequate data from each interview conducted in one
sitting. Despite the prior efforts to build rapport during the screening process, the researcher
anticipated students with ASD may still feel uncomfortable with sharing their true perceptions
with the interviewer. Therefore, meeting with the interviewer on more than one occasion and
engaging in light conversation prior to the semi-structured interview may reduce some pressure
felt by the students. Along the same lines, prior research has brought to light the possibility that
parents, especially those from CLD backgrounds, may not trust education professionals and,
therefore, may be reluctant to share information about their experiences and those of their
children (Harry, 2008; Lea, 2006; Rao, 2000). Therefore, multiple conversations with the
interviewer as well as the researcher’s transparency about her positionality and the potential
benefits of the study may have encouraged trust between the parents and the researcher. Once
the initial interviews took place, the parent and/or adolescent were given the opportunity to
schedule a follow-up interview if they felt there was more information they wanted to share.
None of the participants expressed interest in scheduling a follow-up interview.
Data Analysis
Data was collected by the primary researcher, and shared via a password-protected
Internet database with a research team to support analysis. Themes were developed while
analyzing the data based on participants’ responses rather than a priori researcher-selected codes
and themes (Maxwell, 2013). Extracting codes from participant data rather than predetermining
them allowed the participants’ voices to be at the forefront of this qualitative research (Creswell

79

& Poth, 2018). However, theoretical categories related to belongingness and neurodiversity were
considered by the research team throughout analyses. Maxwell (2013) explained that, though
addressing the researchers’ concepts in addition to those of the participants is important, it
becomes impossible to categorize the data simply by the theoretical points that the researcher is
considering as the amount of data collected increases.
Each member of the research team read all of the student and parent transcripts separately
and then collaborated to develop preliminary codes and their meanings. The primary investigator
then created individual data units representing complete ideas from participant transcripts into
two separate codebooks on Google sheets. All data units were coded, including those that were
disconfirming. To increase reliability, all data units were coded by the primary researcher and
one of two second coders from the team. Parents and student data from the same dyad were
coded by different second coders to further validate the similarities and differences between
participant types. After the first round of coding of both parent and student data, the team came
to a consensus about discrepancies in individual coding, identified the codes that were unique to
each participant type, and removed codes with no data units. The above coding procedures were
repeated a second time. The team collaborated again to come to a consensus about discrepancies
in individual coding, determine similarities and differences between parent and student data, and
revise codes into major themes and code categories.
Trustworthiness of data was established throughout the study. Not only did the
interviewer clarify participant responses throughout the interview process, but respondent
validation took place after conclusions were drawn in order to ensure that the data had been
interpreted correctly, and had limited influence from the biases of the researcher (Maxwell,
2015). All data was reported and analyzed, even if it conflicted with emerging themes.
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Reporting multiple perspectives and evidence that disconfirms themes allowed the author to
describe the complexity of the students’ and parents’ perspectives as well as further build
trustworthiness (Creswell, 2015). A research assistant outside of the study, but with experience
in inclusive education, peer audited the data and coding trail. The research team wrote memos
throughout the data analysis process to “capture” and “facilitate analytic thinking, ”which they
used to aid this discussion around code definitions and emerging themes (Maxwell, 2013, p.
105). The researcher will also practice reflexivity during the semi-structured interviews by
refraining from asking leading questions, and minimizing comments that could influence the
participants’ responses (Maxwell, 2015).
Triangulation was achieved by reporting data from multiple participants across different
school contexts (Ravitch & Carl, 2016). Participants were recruited through social media and a
variety of organizations housed in different communities. Creswell (2015) suggested that
triangulating data enhances the credibility of the findings and, therefore, the trustworthiness of
the study. Using these triangulation methods helped combat self-report bias as described by
Maxwell (2013).
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CHAPTER IV
PRACTITIONER ARTICLE
A LONGING FOR BELONGING: PROMOTING A SENSE OF BELONGING
FOR STUDENTS WITH ASD
“Inclusion is to incorporate everyone and kind of accommodate for who they are and
where they come from” says Mario1, a 19 year-old with autism spectrum disorder (ASD), who
attended a general education high school program alongside neurotypical peers. Leo, Ron,
Danny, and Mario, as well as their parents, participated in a study about their perspectives
surrounding inclusion in general education programs for high school students with ASD. The
qualitative study, which involved separate semi-structured interviews with parents and
adolescents (ages 15 to 22) with ASD sought to uncover what it truly means to be included and
belong to a place or a group. Belonging is the human need to establish relationships and interact
in positive ways with others (Baumeister & Leary, 1995), which is especially critical during
adolescence (Braun, 2019; Hagerty et al., 1992). Just as students need enough sleep and enough
food to eat in order to do their best in school, they need to feel as if they are truly a part of the
community.
Most students do not organically feel like they belong in school. Additionally, they are
often faced with internal and external threats to developing a sense of belonging. Feeling like
they do not belong to a community that is supposed to help them grow and learn on a daily basis
adversely affects students’ academic performance, social and emotional development, and
psychological well-being (Allen & Kern, 2017; Anderman, 2002). It is the responsibility of
school administrators, teachers, and other staff members to put systems and structures in place
that help students feel valued and accepted (Anderson et al., 2014). For students with ASD, this

1

Pseudonyms were assigned to all participants of the study mentioned in this article.

82

is especially important because they often present with differences in socialization, which
sometimes results in exclusion by peers (Humphrey & Symes, 2010). Students with ASD in
general education settings often fall victim to bullying and social isolation (Connor, 2000;
Humphrey & Lewis, 2008a; Saggers et al., 2011; Tobias, 2009), which indicates that students’
sense of belonging is likely compromised (Allen & Kern, 2017). The purpose of this article is to
share ways to minimize potential threats to students’ sense of belonging as well as highlight
academic, social, emotional, and behavioral supports that help students with ASD feel as though
they belong in school. By unpacking prior research as well as sharing valuable insight from
adolescents and their parents, the article can be used as a guide for educators to improve the high
school experiences of students with ASD.
The Importance of Belonging
A 16 year-old wakes up and quickly gets ready for school because they want to have
breakfast with their friends before the day starts. They also want to check-in with you, the
English teacher, about an upcoming assignment, but not before they show you their ideas for the
set of the new drama club performance. You clarify the assignment and offer feedback on their
ideas. During class, they facilitate a discussion with their book club and carefully considers their
group members’ perspectives, while respectfully disagreeing with some. This is a depiction of a
high school student who has a deep sense of belonging. They are motivated to come to school,
nourish friendships, positively interact with teachers, complete assignments conscientiously,
collaborate with peers effectively, and engage in activities in the broader school community.
This student has a strong sense of belonging and is truly included in their high school.
Young people, especially adolescents, require a sense of belonging in school in order to
meet their social and emotional needs (Allen & Kern, 2017). Having a sense of belonging is a
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need among all humans, a natural desire and motivation to belong to groups and to interact
socially with others (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Hagerty et al., 1992). Braun (2019) suggested
educators need to broaden their conception of inclusive education to consider students’
psychological feelings of belongingness as every student has “an inalienable right to belong and
not to be excluded'' (Villa & Thousand, 2017, p. 12).
The concept of inclusion embodies more than just working on the same general education
content in the same space as typically developing peers. Some researchers argued that truly
inclusive schools not only meet the academic needs of students, but also allow all students to feel
welcome (Saggers, 2015). This idea of social inclusion is linked to belonging. The need to
belong is especially critical during adolescence (Braun, 2019; Hagerty et al., 1992).
Unfortunately this is also the stage of development when a lack of connection with school peers
often occurs, linked to higher incidents of teasing from peers (O’Brennan & Furlong, 2010). A
sense of belonging is not based on one’s level of engagement with others, but their perceived
involvement in a social group or setting (Hagerty et al., 1992). This means that if adults simply
see a student interacting with others, it does not necessarily mean the student has a sense of
belonging because it depends on whether the student themself feels they belong. Therefore, it is
important students are a part of the conversation about what belonging feels like to them and
whether or not they feel a part of their school community. For example, Mario commented, “to
belong is to like, fit in where people accept you and you feel comfortable,” while 18 year-old
Ron stated, “For the most part, it's just not to be left out or barred from anything really.” Table
4.1 outlines the benefits of having a sense of belonging and provides examples of how those
benefits might manifest in high school students.
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Table 4.1
Benefits of Belonging in High School
Potential benefits of belonging

What does that mean for a high School
student?

Increased academic achievement

Completing more assignments
Earning a higher grade point average
Feeling motivated to engage in class discussions
and activities

(Anderman, 2002)
Positive social relationships
(Allen & Kern, 2017; Anderman, 2002)
Adaptive Personality Traits that Support
Transition to Adulthood
(Hill et al., 2013)

Developing and maintaining friendships
Experiencing fewer conflicts with peers
Establishing positive rapports with teachers
Seeking out peers and teachers for support
Feeling in control of their environment
Displaying conscientiousness
Experiencing emotional stability
Cooperating with peers and teachers
Compromising during group work or to solve
conflicts when they arise

On the other hand, students who do not feel like they belong may…
●
●
●
●
●

exhibit aggression towards peers or staff members
not trust other people, including adults and students at school
be defensive when receiving feedback from teachers
be unable to cope with stress related to academic demands
experience outbursts as a result of emotional distress (Abrams et al., 2005)
Potential Threats to Belonging in High School
Leo, a high school freshman with ASD, has memorized his entire schedule and knows that

he has exactly three minutes to get from the second floor of the east wing to his biology class on
the fourth floor of the west wing. As he is scurrying through the sea of students, all going in
different directions in the hallway, he shifts his eyes back and forth between the time noted on his
schedule and that glaring from his digital watch. As he thinks about the probability of being
tardy and tries to dodge what feels like hundreds of other kids, Leo begins to cry in frustration.
He runs to the nearest empty, quiet room and does not make it to science that day. He is
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overwhelmed and embarrassed, but does not communicate that to his teachers. Leo’s individual
needs coupled with the chaotic high school environment threaten his potential to feel a sense of
belonging in school.
Characteristics of ASD
Individuals with ASD have characteristics, skills, challenges, and tendencies that often
differ from neurotypical peers. Though each individual presents with a different academic,
behavioral, social, and emotional profile, there are common characteristics amongst students
with ASD that may make it difficult to navigate a typical high school environment in the United
States. For example, students with ASD have social and communication differences that may
affect their ability to establish and maintain relationships with non-autistic peers and teachers
(American Psychiatric Association, 2013), which may disrupt their developing school belonging
since relationships with peers and teachers are what has been found to contribute most to the
students’ belonging (Renick & Reich, 2020). In addition to social and communication
differences, students with ASD present with characteristics that may cause them to respond to
academic expectations in ways that are unlike their neurotypical peers (Brown & Klein, 2011;
Hume, Lofton, & Lantz, 2009; Myles, 2005). Students with ASD have reported the need for staff
to recognize the characteristics of ASD as they interact with the students in order for them to feel
more included. Table 2 describes common characteristics linked to ASD and how they may
manifest in a high school environment.

86

Table 4.2
Characteristics of ASD in High School
Potential characteristics linked to ASD: Some (not
all) students…

Examples: Students may..

May read fluently and accurately, but with little
comprehension (Smith, 2012)

Appear that they are reading on a much higher level
than they are, which may result in them being placed
in inappropriate instructional groups or not receiving
the necessary literacy support
Have difficulty analyzing complex texts, which may
inhibit their ability to engage in student discourse
around those texts

Excel at memorization and pay close attention to
detail (Myles, 2005; Smith, 2012; Vermeulen, 2015)

Easily recall facts across content-areas
Memorize explicit steps to problem-solving in math
Need more time on class assignments
Become frustrated during group projects when other
members are not as meticulous

Interpret ideas and situations literally (Vermeulen,
2015)

Require more support in analyzing figurative
language in texts than some neurotypical peers
Struggle to decode sarcasm used by peers and
teachers resulting in social misunderstandings

Be highly interested in specific themes or topics
(Carrington and Graham, 2001; Koegel et al., 2013;
Myles, 2005)

Be motivated to complete class assignments/projects
related to their interests
Rely on these interests to connect with other students
who have similar interests
Have little desire to talk about other topics, resulting
in peers becoming frustrated or uninterested
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Resist change
(American Psychiatric Association, 2013; Levy &
Perry, 2011; Smith, 2012)

Become overwhelmed by schedule changes while
neurotypicals perceive these changes as uneventful
Have a strong reaction to an unexpected task or
deadline, which may result in peers’ and teachers’
judgment

Be interested in peers, but struggle to initiate and
sustain interactions
(American Psychiatric Association, 2013; Mehling &
Tassé, 2016; Myles, 2005)

Have a desire to make connections with other
students, but not know how to approach another
student or enter a conversation
Value friendships, but struggle to form them
Be anxious about talking to peers or inviting even
established friends to socialize/attend events

Seek sensory input or become sensory overstimulated
(Smith, 2012)

Shudder at the sound of the bell ringing for the start
and end of classes
Find it difficult to navigate large crowds
Lose focus in groups or in noisy classrooms
Be uncomfortable with fully/intensely lit spaces
Require noise-canceling headphones for fire drills
Be reluctant to attend school events, such as dances,
due to loud music
Continuously seek out sensations from tapping on a
desk or watching a fidget spinner

May experience overwhelming emotions and require
support self-regulating (Smith, 2012)

Be judged/misunderstood by peers and adults for
emotional reactions
Loudly display frustrations in class
Need a space and routine for taking breaks
Rely on adult support for modeling and reinforcing
coping mechanisms, such as using breathing
techniques
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As noted in the table above, individuals with ASD may also have difficulty with social
interaction, including initiating and maintaining a reciprocal conversation (American Psychiatric
Association, 2013; Mehling & Tassé, 2016). Leo and Mario both named these areas as
challenges for themselves. Mario explained, “I'm very shy. So I wouldn't really kind of strike up
the conversation. And I'm not really good at holding a conversation.” Leo also had some trouble
initiating conversation, which he attributed to shyness, “and not knowing, like their [other
students’] time schedule like, like I see that person, but how would I know if this is like the right
time to talk with them?” These characteristics may make it difficult for many students within this
population to feel included in general education programs without supports in place because they
have more difficulty establishing and maintaining peer relationships, which is a strong factor in
belonging. Furthermore, students with ASD are less understood by peers, making it easier for
them to fall victim to bullying and social isolation (Connor, 2000). Just as individuals with ASD
have difficulty comprehending the perspectives of neurotypical people, neurotypical individuals
often have difficulty understanding the thoughts and feelings of people with ASD (Crompton et
al., 2021). Due to differences in communication style and behavior, neurotypical people may
make assumptions about individuals with ASD and become uncomfortable in conversation with
them, while those with ASD may become overwhelmed and confused.
During adolescence, individuals with ASD may experience increased resistance to
change, aggression, and the potential for self-injurious behavior (Levy & Perry, 2011) and
further difficulties with socialization, which result in these students being bullied and socially
excluded by peers (Humphrey & Symes, 2010). Not surprisingly, parents have indicated that
these experiences can serve as barriers to belonging. For example, Joanna, a parent of a 19 year-
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old with ASD, explained “I do suspect there was some bullying and things that may have been
going on in high school that were making him feel unwelcome, but he never wanted to talk about
those things.” Another parent explained that she initially had the same concerns because students
in this age group are more aware of differences, but she became less worried when her son
explained, “my school is not like that.” She expressed, “that was reassuring to know that, that he
felt that he belonged. And I wasn't nervous anymore.” These contrasting comments indicate that
students’ experiences in terms of belonging can be different depending on the high schools they
attend. Therefore, teachers and other staff members need to build community within schools and
classrooms in order to foster students’ sense of belonging and make them feel socially as well as
academically included (West & Forlin, 2015).
High School Environmental Challenges
The social communication barriers that students with ASD often face are not alleviated
by challenges presented by the high school environment. It is especially important for educators
to address the needs of students with ASD at the high school level, where the environment is
often much larger and far less structured (Rutledge et al., 2012). Clear routines (Humphrey &
Lewis, 2008b), calm and predictable environments (Connor, 2008; Humphrey & Lewis, 2008a),
and low student-staff ratios were amongst perceived facilitators to inclusion in previously
conducted studies (Tobias, 2009).
Factors that make it harder for students with ASD to feel like they belong in High School,
include
●
●
●
●
●

Oversized student population
Chaotic hallways and classrooms
Lack of consistency in schedules
New peers within a larger student body
Multiple teachers
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Joanna explained her son, Ron, went to a large high school with over 1,100 students,
where she struggled to get him to extracurricular activities. She shared that her son did not
receive encouragement from staff to engage in clubs or sports, “there wasn't a lot of support on
the high school side for it.” Danny, on the other hand, attended a high school with over 1,500
students yet reported that his teachers encouraged him to join extracurricular activities, like
drama club and snack club, which made him feel more included. Therefore, though a large
student body can be an added challenge for staff trying to connect students with extracurricular
activities, participation in these activities has been linked to an increase in school connectedness,
which can have a positive influence on both motivation and social behavior (Goodenow, 1993).
Teachers and other school staff can help organize extracurricular activities and encourage
students to find those that are best for them.
When asked about challenges that contribute to anxiety and stress in school, students with
autism reported that it is difficult to work in noisy, chaotic environments where other students
behave inappropriately (Connor, 2000). Danny explained that he relied heavily on his schedule
and was very concerned with getting to class on time: “I'm trying to get to a class where it's so
many people walking and walking, and I'll try my best to get there on time without having any
distractions here and there.” Leo commented on how chaos in the classroom affected his
learning: “like what made it very difficult for me is that the students would get like very rowdy.
And that kind of ruins the pacing for like everyone, including me.” Therefore, teachers and staff
members should set clear routines (Humphrey & Lewis, 2008b) for students and create calm,
predictable environments when possible by minimizing changes in set routines and managing
classroom behavior (Connor, 2000; Humphrey & Lewis, 2008a).
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How can we Help?: Experiences that Contribute to Belongingness
Inclusive practices allow students with dis/abilities (SWDs) to engage in learning
experiences to the same extent as those without dis/abilities. Factors that influence school
belongingness include adult support, belonging to a positive peer group, commitment to
education, and school environment (CDC, 2009). Though there are strategies that foster
inclusion that teachers utilize in individual classrooms (Murawski & Lochner, 2010; Obiakar et
al., 2012; Udvari-Solner & Thousand, 1996; West & Forlin, 2015), inclusion should be a schoolwide initiative (Kluth et al., 2003; Theoharis & Causton, 2014). By building community in
schools and classrooms, teachers and other staff members can help foster students’ sense of
belonging and make them feel socially as well as academically included (West & Forlin, 2015).
Theoharis and Causton (2014) argued that in order for all students to be fully included in
schools, those schools have to retire pull-out and self-contained special education programs and
instead place students strategically in classrooms with positive peer role models, where SWDs
receive services from staff who push in to the classrooms, so that they are not segregated from
their classmates simply because they require related services and academic support. The
researchers emphasized it is the school leader’s responsibility to create a climate of belonging,
where all staff view all students as valuable and capable. They concluded that inclusive schools
have a strong sense of community amongst staff, students, and families, which is spearheaded by
the school leaders. Inclusive schools are those who make parents feel as though they and their
children are integral members of the school community (Haines et al., 2017; Kluth et al., 2003).
They welcome families with children with dis/abilities by providing extra support in connecting
with families whose children do not have dis/abilities as well as finding information about school
and neighborhood activities.
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At the classroom level, studies indicate that effective inclusive practices include
providing academic accommodations and positive behavior support as well as differentiating
instruction for the specific students in the class (Murawski & Lochner, 2010). Differentiation of
instruction, an essential principle of inclusion, is based on the idea that not all individuals learn
in the same way. If instruction is differentiated, then teachers and service providers are adapting
the curriculum and/or instructional methods to meet the needs of the students, rather than
expecting the students to adapt to the curriculum or instructional approach (Mastropieri &
Scruggs, 2015; Obiakar et al., 2012). Research has indicated that teachers meet the academic
needs of a greater number of students in their classes by planning instruction based on the theory
that humans have multiple intelligences. In doing so, they consider varying learning styles and
offer students a variety of activities that allow them to give multimodal responses (Bower et al.,
2015; Mastropieri & Scruggs, 2015; Udvari-Solner & Thousand, 1996).
Inclusive education extends beyond giving all students access to the same curriculum and
learning standards by modifying instruction and providing accommodations such as assistive
technology, peer support, and specialized instruction (West & Forlin, 2015). In order to facilitate
this sense of community that Theoharis and Causton (2014) and Kluth and colleagues (2003)
deem essential to inclusive schools, teachers must consciously facilitate belonging in their
classes by assigning valued roles and responsibilities to all members of the class, providing a
platform for student decision-making and discussions about inclusion, and fostering studentstudent relationships (West & Forlin, 2015).
In order for these practices to truly be successful, teachers need to have the mindset that
SWDs are competent, while also having the skill set to assess and address the varying needs in
their classrooms (Tirri & Laine, 2019). Teachers must be reflective in their practice with a
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willingness to assess and challenge their own biases and assumptions about students as well as
collaborate with others in an effort to continuously promote positive change on a school level
(Kluth et al., 2003; Tirri & Laine, 2019). The role of the teacher is to empower students to make
their own choices about learning, and to construct their own knowledge through student-led
activities and discussions (Florian & Black-Hawkins, 2011; Kluth et al., 2003). Positive
relationships with adults at school, especially teachers, are vital to students’ sense of belonging
(Allen & Kern, 2017; Booker & Lim, 2018). Table 3 provides examples of what educators can
do at the school level to help students develop a sense of belonging as well as why these actions
are important to belonging as per prior research and student perspective.
Diversity and Equity
Students with ASD have reported that they appreciated support for developing academic
and social skills being given covertly, because they do not want to be perceived as different from
their peers (Humphrey & Lewis, 2008a; Saggers et al., 2011). Instead of promoting the notion of
having differences being a negative quality, however, schools should work on celebrating all
aspects of human diversity, including neurodiversity (Armstrong, 2012). Neurodiversity is the
notion that brain differences are another element of human diversity, which further represents the
complexity of the human race. Educators can celebrate neurodiversity by recognizing the
strengths and challenges of individuals, rather than categorizing them by the difficulties that they
face. Historically, conversations around students labeled as having a dis/ability compared them
to typically developing students and were centered around them having deficits and disorders
that needed to be cured. On the other hand, “the neurodiversity-inspired educator will have a
deep respect for each child’s unique brain and seek to create the best differentiated learning
environment within which it can thrive” (Armstrong, 2012, p. 13). By meeting the academic,
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social, and emotional needs of neurodiverse learners and promoting the idea that neurological
differences are normal, educators can make their schools more equitable and inclusive (Gobbo et
al., 2019).
When planning culturally responsive instruction, teachers need to consider neurodiversity
as part of culture. They can do this by highlighting the successes of neurodivergent individuals,
including those popular amongst adolescents, facilitating discussions about neurodiversity, and
including the writing and other creations of neurodivergent artists in their lessons. School staff
should also have conversations with identified neurodivergent students around the language that
they use when referring to them. For example, some people prefer to be referred to as an “autistic
individual,” while others prefer “individual with autism” (Gobbo et al., 2019). Asking students
what they prefer and honoring their wishes is another way to make them feel more valued in
school and promote their sense of belonging.
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Table 4.3
Ways to Facilitate a Sense of Belonging for Students with ASD
What can adults at
school do?

Why?

How?

Examples from
Students and Parents

Develop a climate of
belonging, where all
school staff value
diversity among students
and acknowledge their
ability to meet high
expectations (Theoharis
& Causton, 2014)

In order to feel as if they
belong, students must
feel not just accepted, but
valued by staff members
and other students and
feel as if others perceive
them as competent
(Anderson et al., 2014).

Assign class roles and
responsibilities to all
students (West & Florin,
2015).

“My teachers, they enjoy
me. They really do like
the way that I do my best
from the work I do. They
appreciate my skills.”

Students who are not
only accepted, but also
valued by the people
around them develop a
stronger sense of
belonging in school
(Anderman et al., 2014;
Goodenow, 1993).

Encourage students to
join extracurricular
activities and take on
schoolwide roles (ie.
orientation-leader) based
on their strengths and
interests (Brown &
Evans, 2002).
Give students the
platform to have a voice
during classroom
meetings and lessons
(West & Florin, 2015).

“So that's what the
teachers are giving him the confidence that he
can go to the world and
be accepted the way he
is.”
“Well helped a lot with
my shyness since I had to
kind of be there selling
things and providing the
food that would be sold.”

Set up time periods for
students to discuss issues
related to inclusion and
diversity
(West & Florin, 2015).
Provide quality
School staff who provide
instruction with academic instructional support,

Gain information about
students’ strengths and

“We were given times
after school to meet with
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accommodations for
students with ASD

such as assistance with
assignments, can
facilitate students’
connection to their
educational environment
(Biag, 2016).

needs through continuous
progress monitoring by
analyzing assessments
(Mastropieri & Scruggs,
2015) and differentiate
curriculum (Bower et al.,
2015).
Consider evidence-based
practices for teaching
students with ASD:
● direct instruction
with the use of
visuals (Knight et
al., 2012)
● guided notes with
scripted lessons
(Jimenez et al.,
2014)
● incorporation of
student interests
(Lanou et al.,
2012; Myles,
2005)
Support executive
functioning by setting up
organization systems
(Hume, Lofton, & Lantz,
2009):
● Modeling using a
planner
● Creating a shared

the teachers and I guess
prepare for exams other
things. I attended a lot of
a lot of those.”
“if the lesson goes too
slow, or there's like this
very important piece of
info…it’s a lot to take
in.”
“I have a notecard, and I
would write down a list
of everything I need to do
and what needs to be
done. And I cross it out
as I go.”
“some teachers had like a
schedule almost, of when
things are due, when you
start working on things,
reminders that came out
constantly… email
reminders that next week
or whatever they have
something due.”
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calendar with due
dates
● Breaking larger
assignments down
into parts
● Outlining start
times for each
part on the
calendar
Foster the development
of peer-to-peer
relationships

The development and
sustainment of
friendships has proven to
be a factor in adolescent
students’ sense of
belonging (Hamm &
Faircloth, 2005; Rose &
Shevlin, 2017).
Students with ASD have
deemed friendships as a
source of support, but
described serious
incidents of bullying,
with both verbal and
physical violence, as
inhibitors to their
participation and
learning
(Connor, 2000;
Humphrey & Lewis,
2008a).

Highlight connections
between students by
pointing out similar
interests and traits they
have in common.
Create opportunities for
students to collaborate on
class activities.

“Teachers helped the
students understand other
students’ character and
feelings, including the
differences between
students.”

“he really struggles with
filtering and you know,
social niceties and
Make accommodations to conversation.”
social activities so that all
students can participate,
as involvement in
extracurricular activities
supports student
relationships inside the
classroom (Bower et al.,
2015).
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Work consistently to
develop and maintain
positive relationships
with students (Allen &
Kern, 2017)

Previous research has
found that students
related their positive
relationships with their
teachers to their high
level of engagement and
willingness to volunteer
in the classroom and help
others (Booker & Lim,
2018).
When students perceive
the adults in their school
are committed to helping
them succeed, this
encourages students to be
more engaged in their
learning and participate
in school activities (CDC,
2009).

Make learning activities
more relevant for
students by incorporating
interests and highlighting
relevance of lessons

When students engage
with relevant curriculum,
they feel more connected
to school (Booker & Lim,
2018; Holdsworth &
Blanchard, 2006).
When students
understand the rationale
behind the lessons they
are learning, their
academic motivation

Provide feedback that is
collaborative.
Be available: create
office/tutoring hours to
set up time to connect
with small groups of
students in a routine way
(Allen & Kern, 2017).
Maintain high academic
expectations, but
consistently encourage
students by exhibiting
confidence in their
success (Booker & Lim,
2018).

Explain the purpose of
each lesson: Why do
students need to know
this? How can it help
them in real life?
Provide discussion
opportunities for students
to brainstorm why lesson
objectives might be
relevant.

“Teachers weren’t strict
to the point of being
insulting, but offer
corrective feedback.”
“Because if you have
good teachers and good
staff, these kids feel
home. They feel
protected. They feel
loving and caring. And
they will listen to them
and follow the
instructions.”

“If there was going to be
information in a class,
why is it relevant to us,
and why are we going to
need to know it a couple
of years now?”
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increases. Academic
motivation has been
found to be a predictor of
belonging for some
students (Allen & Kern,
2017).

Relate content to real-life
and create crosscurricular activities that
allow students to apply
skills from other subject
areas (Booker & Lim,
2018).
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Additional Ways to Foster Belonging
Social Development Support Networks
Peer networks with adult support, such as interests-based student clubs or social groups
involving students with and without dis/abilities, can play an important role in enhancing social
inclusion for adolescents with ASD (Gardner et al., 2014; Hochman et al., 2015; Koegel et al.,
2013). Facilitated peer networks can lead to a significant increase in social engagement and peer
interactions (Gardner et al., 2014). Furthermore, school staff members, such as counselors,
paraprofessionals, or teachers conducting these groups with social activities surrounding
preferred interests were effective in increasing students with ASD’s engagement with typical
peers as well as their ability to initiate social interactions (Koegel et al., 2013).
A strengths-based social intervention that also employs a peer group which utilizes
students’ interests to build connections among peers is social development intervention (SDI).
SDI is a particular instructional approach that:
● Is carried out by a trained speech and language pathologist
● Follows a curriculum that uses social-cognitive approaches to develop social
competences
● Focuses on social communication, including non-verbal cueing, social problem-solving,
and pragmatic language
● Includes teachers reinforcing concepts in classrooms to promote generalization across
environments
(Koenig et al., 2009)
Unlike the peer networks described above, SDI sessions include only students with ASD
and occur 3 to 5 times per week, depending on the grade level of the students (Koenig et al.,
2009). High School students Leo and Mario’s parents agree that SDI helped their sons feel like
they were part of a community by addressing their social needs. Leo’s sister also explained that
he was able to work on executive functioning skills as part of SDI. She explained that it was
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helpful for “organizational skills and getting them ready for adulthood, such as using calendars,
being punctual, attending your classes, keeping up with your work, verbalizing, if they needed
help, if they need additional support.” She regarded SDI as “crucial” in making Leo feel
included. Schools could collaborate with trained speech and language pathologists to implement
SDI practices, so that their students with ASD could work on concepts related to socialcommunication and executive functioning.
Additional Behavioral/Emotional Support
Ron is excited about the science experiment that he and his lab partner are working on.
He appreciates the step-by-step procedure that is set up for them in their manuals, and quickly
gathers the materials needed. When they get to step 4 of the procedure, Ron’s partner does not
not reference the plan and mixes the wrong chemicals. Ron becomes increasingly frustrated as
they have to start all over again. He feels himself getting angrier at his partner, but has to
continue working with him on the experiment. He is trying his best to control his emotions, but
he yells at his partner and throws the materials on the ground. This would have been the prime
opportunity for Ron to have access to supports that facilitate self-regulation, such as the
opportunity to take a break.
High school teachers have reported that fostering students' social and emotional
development positively influences their school connectedness and, in turn, sense of belonging
(Bower et al., 2015). Doing so is especially important for students with ASD who may
experience emotions much more intensely than their neurotypical peers and require support
learning how to self-regulate (Smith, 2012). A student’s ability to self-regulate, or manage their
own feelings, thoughts, and impulses at school is a contributing factor to their sense of belonging
(Allen & Kern, 2017). Students with ASD may rely on private, quiet spaces to cope with
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overwhelming feelings or sensory overload (Humphrey & Lewis, 2008a). Teachers and staff can
create break spaces or protocols, so that students like Ron can know what kinds of tools,
routines, and structures are available to him to help him cool down or manage his emotions when
he becomes overwhelmed. Teachers should also model using these strategies and highlight
appropriate times to use them, so that students may begin to recognize when they need them.
Providing opportunities for breaks in ways that are specific to individual students and their needs
helps students with ASD feel more successful throughout the day. Table 4 provides some
examples of students’ perspectives about options for taking a break in a school environment.
Table 4.4
Student Break Basics
What can a break look like?

Student Perspective

A designated space in the classroom to engage “it was for me to calm down in a way to
in another activity, like reading a book or
control [my emotions]”
watching a short video
A separate, calm space in school where
students manage their own breaks

“They have this, I guess, this therapy room.
They have like a big couch, sort of like
somewhere like to relax for a little bit, to
maybe get out some frustrations or something
like that. And then when you're -I feel like
when you're ready, you can go out.”

Using a calming tool

“Upstairs they would have these like fidget
tools for students like me. Like, if we found
something a little too difficult, we’d go in
there, and then we borrowed it for a little bit.”

Conclusion
Research has indicated that not only is having a sense of belonging an essential human
psychological need (Baumeister & Leary, 1995), but a sense of belonging in school results in
academic achievement, greater self-concept, and increased optimism and motivation (Anderman,
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2002; Osterman, 2010). School staff are essential puzzle pieces in providing academic,
behavioral, and social support for students with ASD that will ultimately help develop their sense
of belonging in high school. Therefore, it is essential that practitioners, including teachers,
therapists, administrators, and other school staff listen to the voices of students with ASD within
the latest research as well as within their own schools in order to implement the structures and
supports they have described as facilitators to their sense of belonging.
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CHAPTER V
RESEARCH ARTICLE
“WE ALL FIT IN HERE. WE ARE ALL HAPPY HERE.” WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO
TRULY BE INCLUDED?
Background of the Problem
Since the enactment of IDEA (2004), not only have an increasing number of students
with dis/abilities (SWDs) been receiving an education alongside typically developing peers in
their Least Restrictive Environment (LRE), but school districts are held more accountable for the
performance of SWDs and their progress in the general education curriculum (U.S. Department
of Education, 2010). Hence, it is not enough for students with dis/abilities to simply attend
classes alongside peers without dis/abilities; they also need to progress towards grade level
standards. Students with dis/abilities who are included in general education programs have
better academic outcomes in reading and math than those who attend specialized, segregated
settings (Cole et al., 2004; de Graaf & van Hove, 2015; Dessemontet et al., 2012; Rea et al.,
2002; Westling & Fox, 2009), potentially because they have more access to age-appropriate
content and instructional materials (Kleinert et al., 2015) as well as more support from peers
(Carter & Hughes, 2006). Furthermore, when students with dis/abilities take 80% of their
academic classes in general education high school settings, they are more likely to attend and
complete postsecondary education programs than those who attend inclusive classes for less
amount of time (Rojewski et al., 2015).
Effective inclusive practices means giving students with dis/abilities participation in
quality, individualized instruction as well as the opportunity to connect with peers and develop a
sense of belonging by creating a school and classroom climate that promotes the value of each
student through community building (Obiakor et al., 2003; Theoharis & Causton, 2014).
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Research suggests that students with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) can be successfully
included when the schools they are attending value inclusion that focuses on a sense of
belonging and acceptance (Frederickson et al., 2007), but they require individualized
interventions and social support (Myles, 2005). The question remains, however, about whether
the students themselves truly feel included, or like they belong. Empirical research found having
a sense of belonging is a need among all humans (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Hagerty et al.,
1992), which is the reason Braun (2019) suggested educators need to broaden their conception of
inclusive education to consider students’ psychological feelings of belongingness. Therefore, the
voices of students with ASD, as well as their parents as key decision-makers during their
adolescence, should be heard in order to determine the facilitators and barriers to developing a
sense of belonging and being truly included in high school.
Existing Perceptions of Students with ASD
There are few studies, most of which are international, that have explored students with
ASD’s perceptions of their experiences in inclusive settings (Hedges et al. 2014; Humphrey &
Lewis, 2008a; Humphrey & Lewis, 2008b; Saggers et al., 2011). The students themselves are the
only ones who can verify if the policies and practices labeled as inclusive are truly making them
feel supported academically and socially. For example, high schoolers with ASD who
participated in recent studies in Australia and the United Kingdom indicated they appreciate
getting academic assistance from support staff who assessed and addressed their individual needs
(Humphrey & Lewis, 2008; Saggers, 2015). However, they wanted the support to be provided
covertly, so they were not considered to be different from their peers. For instance, they
appreciated it when teachers and paraprofessionals went around the room to help all students
without singling out those with ASD, building students’ sense of belonging. Therefore, having
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this specific, firsthand knowledge from the students gives educators valuable insight into
changes they can make in their classrooms to make students with ASD feel more supported
academically and socially.
A prevalent theme across this perception literature is that students with ASD in general
education settings often fall victim to bullying and social isolation (Connor, 2000; Humphrey &
Lewis, 2008a; Saggers et al., 2011; Tobias, 2009), which indicates that students’ sense of
belonging is likely compromised (Allen & Kern, 2017). However, these studies did not go
deeply into the practices that helped or did not help them feel a sense of belonging. Though
previous student perception literature has revealed some specific academic and social support
helpful to students with ASD, including a low student-teacher ratio (Tobias, 2009), clear routines
(Humphrey & Lewis, 2008b), covert academic support (Humphrey & Lewis, 2008a; Saggers et
al., 2011), and calm and predictable environments (Connor, 2008; Humphrey & Lewis, 2008a),
more information is needed on the specific support students with ASD have received, or would
have liked to receive, in their schools.
Existing Parent Perceptions
As necessary as it is to hear from the students about their experiences in inclusive
settings, it is still important to gain an understanding of their parents’ perceptions. Not only can
parents offer further information about their children’s school experiences that students may
have not known, understood, or recalled, they might have differing perceptions than the students
themselves about those experiences. Parents of students with dis/abilities, and ASD in particular,
want their children to be included in general education programs, building their children’s
independence and developing friendships (Carrington & Graham, 2001; Gallagher et al., 2000;
Kasari et al., 1999). Carrington and Graham (2001) revealed that parents are also cognizant of
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the challenges their children may face as individuals with ASD in inclusive settings. Parents
have expressed that while in school, their children sometimes masked their stress from social
situations, overwhelming workload, and routine changes at school, and then later had emotional
reactions at home (Carrington & Graham, 2001).
The call for acceptance of students with ASD in general education classes has surfaced
across both students’ and parents’ perception literature (Carrington & Graham, 2001; Humphrey
& Lewis, 2008a; Saggers et al., 2011). However, this perception research does not deeply
describe the academic and behavioral regulation support practices that students and their families
feel facilitate inclusion of students with the specific characteristics exhibited by students with
ASD. Analyzing both perceptions of students with ASD and their parents will help those in the
field of education gain a holistic picture of their daily experiences.
Theoretical Framework
This study is situated in theories of neurodiversity and DisCrit. It recognizes that “full
inclusion” goes beyond the percentage of time a child spends in a room with nondisabled peers.
Inclusion means all students, including those who have been historically marginalized in society,
are given the opportunity to receive an education within community schools with the academic,
behavioral, and social supports they need to belong and thrive in general education and coteaching classrooms and other school settings. Armstrong (2012) urged special and general
education teachers to begin viewing their students through the lens of neurodiversity, arguing
that “the neurodiversity-inspired educator will have a deep respect for each child’s unique brain
and seek to create the best differentiated learning environment within which it can thrive” (p.
13). Historically, conversations around students labeled as having a dis/ability compared them to
typically developing students and were centered around them having deficits and disorders that
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needed to be cured. This is a sentiment shared by the Autistic Self Advocacy Network, who
contests the pursuit of trying to “normalize” individuals with ASD, and instead emphasizes
creating a better quality of life for this population (Dunn et al., 2013). Aligned with the
neurodiversity theory, this study sought to honor individuals’ beliefs about their own identity and
experiences (Grant, 2009).
The figure below describes the connection between these perceptions and students’ sense
of belonging, as belonging relates to students’ experiences in social groups or settings, such as
those that occur in inclusive programs (Hagerty et al., 1992). These experiences are based on
several key elements, such as academic, behavioral, and social support, suggested practices, and
other concepts that are found across inclusive literature. These experiences are undoubtedly
influenced by DisCrit theory, which has suggested that students of color with dis/abilities have
been twice marginalized in society and have different experiences than white students, both with
and without dis/abilities (Annamma et al., 2018). This framework lays the foundation for the
present study’s purpose.
Figure 5.1
Conceptual Framework
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Methods
The purpose of this study was to inform educational policies and school practices
surrounding the inclusion of students with autism in general education and co-teaching settings
by conducting an in-depth analysis of the perceptions and experiences of a diverse sample of
students with ASD and their parents in regards to their inclusion in these settings. Qualitative
methodologies were used to carry out this research because they give the opportunity to deeply
examine social experiences through multiple lenses, adding nuance and complexity to the body
of knowledge around those experiences (Luttrell, 2010).
Using a phenomenological approach, this study sought to answer the following research
questions:
1. What does true inclusion mean for adolescent students with ASD who have been
enrolled in co-teaching/general education settings? What does true inclusion of
students with ASD mean for their parents?
2. What do adolescent students with ASD perceive as facilitators and barriers to
their full inclusion in co-teaching/general education settings? What do parents of
adolescent students with ASD perceive as facilitators and barriers to their full
inclusion in co-teaching/general education settings?
3. How do parent perceptions of inclusion compare to those of their adolescent
students with ASD?
Positionality
I am a neurotypical, white female and, therefore, have a perspective that does not reflect
that of individuals with ASD nor that of people of color. For the last several years, I have been
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teaching within a program specifically designed for including students with ASD in a general
education setting. It is evident to me that my experiences as a special education teacher have
molded my positionality, which Luttrell (2010) warned could affect my approach to research,
including my interpretation of data outcomes. However, as Maxwell (2013) suggested,
researchers’ experiences and history are necessary forces that drive them to explore the research
topics that they do. I am an avid proponent of inclusion, and have strong feelings that students
with dis/abilities should have the opportunity to learn alongside typically developing peers as
well as to feel as though they belong to a community of learners. As described in the methods
below, I built in approaches to ensure trustworthiness throughout data collection and analysis
procedures to increase the likelihood that participant voices, rather than my own, guide research
decisions (Creswell, 2015; Maxwell, 2013; Maxwell, 2015; Ravitch & Carl, 2016).
Participants
Study participants were 6 dyads of adolescents with ASD - Level 1 and their parents
living in the United States, with the majority (n = 4 dyads) residing in a large urban area on the
East coast. Student participants attended a co-teaching or general education program for at least
2 years in high school and were between the ages of 19 and 22 years. Parent participants were
the mothers of the adolescent participants who had in-depth knowledge of their adolescents’
experiences in high school. Table 5.1 summarizes parent, student, and inclusive program
characteristics.
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Table 5.1.
Demographics and Characteristics of 5 Students and 5 Parents
(n)
Mother’s Characteristics

(n)
Student Characteristics

Age

Age
35-44
45-54
55-64

1
2
2

Female

5

Gender

19
20
22

3
1
1

Male

5

Gender

Mother’s Race
White
No Answer
Mother’s Ethnicity
Hispanic

3
2

Student Race
White

4

Student’s Ethnicity
Hispanic

2

Years in Inclusion
3-5
6-10
11-14

1
1
3

Most Recent
Placement
General
Education
Co-teaching

2
3

Most Recent
Number of Periods
Included
3-4
7-9

2
3

3

Note: one parent and one student did not complete the survey.
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Purposeful selection was used to recruit parents and students who met the inclusion criteria.
Parents and students were invited to participate through posts on the researcher’s social media as
well as that of community-based organizations. Parents emailed in response to the posted digital
flier. Students in a co-teaching (one special education teacher and one general education
teacher) setting must have been enrolled in core classes such as English language arts,
mathematics, science, and social studies in which 60% or more of the students do not have an
individualized education program plan (Fancsali, 2019).
Interview Procedures
Semi-structured interviews were conducted via Zoom virtual conference and lasted
between 40 and 60 minutes. The interviews consisted of approximately 16 open-ended questions,
with clarification and follow-up questions as needed during the same interview (Appendix A and
Appendix B). For the first 10 questions, participants were asked to think about their experiences
with in-person schooling, and then were asked to think about virtual learning during the Covid19 pandemic for the latter six questions. The interviews were audio recorded and later
transcribed verbatim. Each interview followed a protocol, which began with an introduction
where the researcher briefly described the study, including her role and the purpose of the
interview.
The interview protocols for parents and students aligned with the conceptual and
theoretical frameworks as they included questions on the meaning of inclusion as well as the
theory of belonging. The questions were piloted with 3 parent-adolescent dyads. Their feedback
confirmed the questions were not leading, but required some rewording and reorganization to
provide a more comfortable flow to potential participants. The interview questions intended to
elicit participants’ perceptions and lead to understanding the meaning of their experiences
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(Munhall, 2008) related to definitions of belonging and inclusion and the four main factors of
school belonging: adult support, belonging to a positive peer group, commitment to education,
and school environment (CDC, 2009).
Parent and student questions were almost completely parallel with exception of the
subject (ie. you versus your child), making it easier to compare and contrast resulting data. All
12 participants were sent the interview questions and were given the opportunity to ask clarifying
questions via email or phone call prior to the date of the interview. All students were given the
opportunity to meet the researcher before the interview date in order to increase their comfort
level by building a rapport with the interviewer. All students declined this offer. The order of the
interviews depended on student and parent preference and schedule, and all interviews took place
in one sitting.
Data Analysis
Themes were developed while analyzing the data based on participants’ responses
(Maxwell, 2013). Extracting codes from participant data rather than a priori codes and themes
allowed the participants’ voices to be at the forefront of this qualitative research (Creswell &
Poth, 2018). Additionally, though the constructs of belongingness and neurodiversity were
considered by the research team throughout analyses, it became impossible to categorize the data
simply by the theoretical points as the amount of data increased (Maxwell, 2013).
Each member of the research team read all of the student and parent transcripts separately
and then collaborated to develop preliminary codes and their meanings. The primary investigator
then created individual data units representing complete ideas from participant transcripts into
two separate codebooks on Google sheets. All data units were coded, including those that were
disconfirming. To increase reliability, all data units were coded by the primary researcher and
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one of two second coders from the team. Parents and student data from the same dyad were
coded by different second coders to further validate the similarities and differences between
participant types. After the first round of coding of both parent and student data, the team came
to a consensus about discrepancies in individual coding, identified the codes that were unique to
each participant type, and removed codes with no data units. The above coding procedures were
repeated a second time. The team collaborated again to come to a consensus about discrepancies
in individual coding, determine similarities and differences between parent and student data, and
revise codes into major themes and code categories.
These procedures were used in order to build trustworthiness. Respondent validation and
reporting disconfirming evidence were also used as a means of establishing trustworthiness
(Creswell, 2015; Maxwell, 2015). Triangulation was achieved by reporting data from multiple
participants across different school contexts (Ravitch & Carl, 2016). The primary researcher
developed code definitions based on the preliminary codes and then the entire research team
reviewed them and agreed on accuracy. The research team wrote memos throughout the data
analysis process to “capture” and “facilitate analytic thinking,” which they used to aid this
discussion around code definitions and emerging themes (Maxwell, 2013, p. 105). A research
assistant outside of the study, but with experience in inclusive education, peer audited the data
and coding trail. Finally, the researcher practiced reflexivity during the semi-structured
interviews by refraining from asking leading questions, and minimizing comments that could
influence the participants’ responses (Maxwell, 2015).
Findings
Analysis of the semi-structured parent and student interviews yielded four major themes
that could inform high school practices that promote the full inclusion of students with ASD. The
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themes were: 1) inclusion means being a valued member in school, 2) accommodations and
modifications promote academic and social access, 3) adults and peers as agents of inclusion,
and 4) “roadblocks and detours.” Each of these themes included code categories related to the
specific facilitators and barriers to inclusion that parents and students perceived. Categories that
are unique to either parents or students are noted and pseudonyms are used to link quotes to the
participants who used them. Table 5.2 delineates the final codes, code categories, and themes.

Table 5.2. Codes, code categories, and themes (n=6 families; 6 parents, 6 students).
Codes

Categories

Themes

Valued Member
Diversity

Normalizing Diversity

Inclusion Means Being a
Valued Member in School

Executive Functioning
Support
Breaks
Accommodations
Accessibility
Social Development Groups

Academic and Emotional
Regulation Accommodations

Adult Attention
Trust in Experts
Encouragement
Interest-Based Connections
Schoolwide Roles and
Responsibilities
Clubs

Accommodations and
Modifications Promote
Academic and Social Access

Social Development Support
Services

Adult Support and
Relationships
Adults and Peers as Agents of
Inclusion

Emotional Support
Relationship Building
Friendships

Friendships

Initiation
Self-Advocacy

Social-Communication
Strengths and Challenges

“Roadblocks and Detours”
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Chaotic Environment
Predictability

School Environment

Inclusion Means Being a Valued Member (Theme 1)
The meaning of inclusion to parents and students not only constituted being involved in
activities and physically a part of classes and groups, but also being a valued member of the
school community. Parents and students defined being a valued member in school as other
members of the community, including teachers and students, appreciate their presence. Ron
(student) stated that inclusion is when “everybody is allowed to be in class and everybody cares
what I do.”
Students acknowledged being involved in classes, groups, and school activities, but also
emphasized the importance of being accepted and appreciated by teachers and fellow students.
Shawn explained, “Every [theatrical] production that I was in and every class I took, most of it
just felt like there was a lot of welcome arms and… I just felt very included in those areas.”
His mother, Eileen, confirmed that Shawn felt valued because school staff recognized his outside
theater accomplishments as well, “they made a big announcement, they showed the clip. So it
was a big deal at school and that made him feel like a big deal.” Parents also attributed their
children feeling like a valued member to being comfortable enough in their high school
community to actively engage in school activities. Patricia appreciated that her son “became very
open.” She elaborated, “I believe that he felt like he was at home in high school.” Ann, Patrick’s
mother, recollected:
I remember the first day he went to high school and they had the big assembly, and he got
up and answered a question and said something, and people applauded. And then he also
came home and says-- I asked how was it? He said, "Mom, people are just so nice.”
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Both parents and students accredit being a valued member, including feeling welcome,
comfortable, and accepted, as an integral part of what it means to belong. Mario, a student,
explained that, “to belong is to like, fit in where people accept you and to feel comfortable.”
When asked what it means to belong, Ron’s mother shared the same sentiment, “like in this
place, and with these people, I feel safe and at home.”
Normalizing Diversity. For parents and students, being included means being a valued
member despite the differences with which you present, because everyone in society has
differences. When defining inclusion, Brittany, Leo’s mother, stated that:
I think the word itself is very descriptive, being inclusive, including everyone, and
understanding that people are different, and that we are all different, and not just thinking
about, ‘Oh, well, he has the spectrum’, and then judging their differences even more,
because there are things that we all do that are different.
Patrick linked this idea to the difference between inclusion and belonging:
Well inclusion is if no one's really being discriminated against, but belonging is like,
once again, just slides in naturally…just that we're all part of this group. We all fit in
here. We are all happy here. And that’s that.
Parents clearly acknowledged the multiple layers of diversity, and recognized diversity education
as being a hallmark of a truly inclusive school. Ann deemed her son’s high school as much more
inclusive than his middle school: “they do address all types of diversity every single day. And it's
really important at the school; may that be different abilities, may that be racial or religious or
whatever.”
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Accommodations, Services, Modifications to Promote Access (Theme 2)
Both parents and students noted that students’ access to all academic and social activities
facilitated their overall sense of inclusion in high school. Danny stated, “If there is this group of
people… able to do it, then everyone else should do it, too.” However, parents and students
emphasized that having specific program modifications, services, and academic, social, and
behavioral accommodations made it possible for students to learn academic content as well as
participate in social activities and events. Therefore, the two code categories related to this theme
are academic and emotional regulation accommodations and social development support
services.
Academic and Emotional Regulation Accommodations. Students and parents found
specific accommodations helped students access academic content. Students Leo, Shawn, and
Mario specified office hours with teachers as an important means of academic support. Mario
explained that “we were given times after school to meet with the teachers and I guess prepare
for exams [and] other things. I attended a lot of a lot [sic]of those.” Students appreciated the
opportunity to take breaks as needed as a way to self-regulate when overwhelmed or to regain
focus on academic material when distracted. Shawn advised, “you might have to do it more than
once, but just know that taking a break outside of the room for like two minutes always works
for anyone.” Brittany, a parent, explained that her son’s teachers and therapists would use
sensory strategies to support emotional regulation, such as, “have him push the wall or walk in
the hallway. And when he felt better, he can come back.” Danny appreciated the opportunity to
take a break with headphones when he lost focus in class: “if you're getting distracted, there's too
much noises [sic], you can put in these headphones to listen to any educational video on
YouTube.”
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Parents and students really valued support that teachers and therapists put in place for
executive functioning skills, such as organization, planning, task initiation, and focus. Parents
recognized that systems such as calendars and planners, were helpful for their children to keep
track of assignments. Mario’s mother explained that this was one of his major challenges in high
school, but teachers put systems in place to support him: “some teachers had like a schedule
almost, of when things are due, when you start working on things, reminders that came out
constantly… email reminders that next week or whatever they have something due.” Student
Patrick appreciated the Google calendar that his teachers set up during his virtual learning
experience, “So more or less, we'd be looking in all the same places for our stuff rather than
having to scoop [look] through folders.”. Another student, Ron, explained, “I have a notecard,
and I would write down a list of everything I need to do and what needs to be done. And I cross
it out as I go.” Accommodations to support executive functioning skills within social
development groups designed for their students with ASD were also emphasized by both
students and parents.
Social Development Support Services. Parents and students saw formal social
development groups as essential program modifications built into the schedules of students with
ASD. The majority of the students attended social development intervention (SDI), which
incorporated an instructional approach to building social competencies and executive functioning
skills (Koenig et al., 2009). Student Mario explained how going to SDI helped him navigate
social challenges, “I'd have it every day. Usually, I just bring up these issues to them. We talk
about it and kind of come up with a solution.” Kate, Mario’s mother, really valued this
experience for her son, calling it “very helpful,” and explaining “they work on social skills and I
guess, other skills that I'm not familiar with - social skills and problem solving and all these other
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issues that kids with ASD can struggle with.” Another student, Leo, described a typical session,
“they, like, set up social quizzes…puzzles to figure it out, like what's going on.”
Parents and students appreciated other social groups in addition to SDI as helpful in
giving the students an opportunity to interact with peers and build relationships. One mother,
Eileen, explained that her son Shawn had some difficulty processing and engaging in discourse
around world events, so his guidance counselor targeted those areas within a social group:
But on the social, speaking about world events or speaking about anything like that, it
was kind of tough for him. So the guidance counselor would get a group of kids that were
similar with him, kind of quirky, and they would do their guidance thing during
lunchtime.
Similarly, Patrick, a student, identified “social hour squad,” which was a virtual social session
led by a guidance counselor during the Covid-19 pandemic, as an activity that made him feel
more included. He described it as, “Kind of just a few students coming together talking about
some social issues – or well not social issues – because you know, that's a much bigger thing but
you know, just kind of came together and socialized really.” Parents and students made it
evident that these social groups, whether formally or informally designed, provided the
opportunity for students to develop relationships with peers and become more socially involved
in their high schools.
Adults and Peers as Agents of Inclusion (Theme 3)
Parents and students clearly valued the peers and adults at school, including teachers,
therapists, and administrators, as pillars of support. Participating parents and students highlighted
ways that teachers and peers were emotionally, academically, and socially supportive. Parent and
student data overlapped in this overarching theme as well as the categories of adult support and
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relationships and friendships. Parent data also yielded evidence that parents trusted school
personnel as experts in working with their children, which was a code specific to parent data.
Adult Support and Relationships. Parents and students valued teachers’ attempts to
build relationships with students. For example, Patricia explained, “if you have good teachers
and good staff, these kids feel [at] home. They feel protected. They feel loving and caring. And
they will listen to them and follow the instructions.” Her son, Danny, showed that he cherished
his relationship with teachers, “My teachers, they enjoy me. They really do like the way that I do
my best for the work I do. They appreciate my skills.” Leo also valued the way his teachers
treated him, “most of the teachers were, like, very friendly and inviting to me.”
Parents and students appreciated the individualized attention and support that teachers
and therapists offered students. For example, Ron, a student, recognized, “they got to know me.
They gave me more personal help.” Another student stated, “if I ever had a problem I would
consult her [speech therapist] and I'd receive all the, I guess necessary, information that I needed.
She'd help set things up and make sure I was on top of my stuff.” Ann acknowledged that the
staff at her son’s school were, “all trained…all very attentive” when describing how the school
staff supported her son, Patrick. She elaborated by referring to a teacher who has provided
individualized support for their son, “he's one of the people who is the first go-to person for
[Patrick] if he needs a letter of reference, if he needs anything.” Leo’s mother shared this
sentiment, “he would get really stressed out if he couldn't do something, but the teachers would
always help him.”
Beyond recognizing the importance of the relationship that school staff have built with
their children, parents trusted teachers and other adults at school as experts in the field. Brittany
noted, “it was important that he felt the liberty and the freedom to always go to them. And they
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were going to be right.” When Danny’s teacher wanted him to join the drama club, Patricia got
on board, “I signed for that. And the teacher say, that's going to help him good [sic].” Though
the majority of parents considered teachers, therapists, and other school personnel to know their
children well, a couple of parents recalled isolated incidents when a teacher displayed a lack of
understanding in relation to the student’s needs. For example, Leo’s mother stated, “if he was
having more instances of frustration, it was usually with someone who was more rigid, and less
understanding of the things that he needed to function in the classroom.” Eileen explained that
her son was one of the first students with ASD in his high school and some of the staff were not
trained in teaching SWDs. She generalized this experience to all high schools: “they have to have
the teachers take more classes or some instruction on what it means to deal with someone with
special needs. So they have to learn more about different therapies.”
Parents and students regarded teachers and therapists as facilitators in helping students
navigate social challenges and make connections with peers. Danny, a student, explained,
“Teachers helped the students understand other students’ character and feelings, including the
differences between students.” Ron’s mother, Mary, recalled, “the primary areas where he
needed support were, like speaking in public, and things like that. And I was able to work with
teachers on kind of an individual basis to figure some of those things out.” Mario (student)
described ways in which staff members helped him build relationships with peers: “Sometimes
they tell me about someone who shared common interests.” Another student, Leo, appreciated
that teachers planned collaborative activities that helped students build relationships with one
another and simultaneously helped him work on social communication:
Sometimes in the classes, they would set up these, like, big assignments for us to do, like
teamwork assignments. And this, like, forces me to be more social with the other
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students, and to communicate while we're doing our assignments. But for the most part,
like it's, it works.
Parents and students recognized that adults at school encouraged students to join interestbased clubs and take on school responsibilities as a means of increasing social engagement. Ann
(parent) explained:
One of his English teachers told him, “Well, everybody always loves it when you're the
one who reads out loud because you get so into character. You should really audition for
the theater group," so he did. And he kind of never looked back.
In a separate interview, Ann’s son reiterated how his teacher encouraged him to join the theater
group in high school, and recognized that a success of joining such extracurricular activities was
“being more able to connect with others.” Leo, a student, also recognized the benefits of staff
members prompting him to engage in extracurricular activities, “one of the things that they've
encouraged me to do is that they will occasionally hold these special events. Like one of the most
memorable I remember is being on the senior trip.” Another student, Mario, described how his
speech therapist supported him in orchestrating an event he planned for the video game club he
founded:
With the leadership role, I told her what I wanted to do or what we were planning on
doing it and then she basically helped me tell the other people in the club or the other
leaders in the club that we should do this.
Parents were explicit in defining staff members as true facilitators of inclusion. Ann valued how
the school secretary helped Patrick feel successful in virtual extracurricular activities, “She's
running a theater group. And she's really good at keeping everybody included. She will find
something to do for everybody.” Similarly, Kate saw Mario’s speech therapist as his
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“cheerleader,” who arranged for him to be an orientation leader, “And that was fabulous of her to
do that, because he felt empowered. He felt like, you know, there was a purpose to him being in
high school, not only academically.”
Friendships. All of the students and parents saw friends as sources of support. For
example, when describing some successes he had during extracurricular activities, one student,
Danny, noted, “Some of my friends helped me out.” Another student, Mario, explained that
having friends also helped him regulate his emotions, “ if I got angry, I just saw them. If I got
sad, I’d tell them as well.” Specific to feeling successful during hybrid learning in the Covid-19
pandemic, Patrick responded, “next to teachers…my friends.” Students and parents referred to
both neurotypical peers and peers with autism when discussing friendships that students
sustained. Danny’s mother, Patricia, explained, “He has good friends. Friends that are not
autistic.”
In addition to friendships in general, which both parents and students identified, parents
specified that a core, small group of friends was critical to their children’s sense of belonging
and inclusion in high school. For example, Ron’s mother stated, “he made a couple of really
good friends. And he stayed friends with that really small group. And I think that made him feel
like more of a part of high school.” Leo’s mother had similar sentiments, “I do know that he was
mostly always – or most of the time – with those friends that he talked about. He did stay mostly
near those boys and I think that helped them stay included.” Shawn’s mother, Eileen,
emphasized, “It's very important for kids…any kids should have friends. You have to have a
friend. And the thought that kids on the spectrum like to be alone is so not true. He does not want
to be alone.”
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Despite the prevalent theme of peers as agents of inclusion, some students and parents
named instances of bullying and social isolation. Shawn recollected:
Although I made some friends there, there were people there who knew what I was, they
knew I was on the autism spectrum, but they would do certain things to you know trigger
my emotions and it didn't, most of it, didn't really make me feel good.
Like Shawn, a couple of other students mentioned bullying when referring to middle school, but
not high school.
“RoadBlocks and Detours” (Theme 4)
The theme, “roadblocks and detours,” refers to personal strengths and challenges the
students identified as well as environmental factors that posed threats to their inclusion. Though
student and parent data yielded the overarching theme as well as the code categories of school
environment and social-communication strengths and challenges, only parents’ data coded to
students’ need for self-advocacy.
School Environment. Being in a chaotic environment was a threat to the students feeling
included at school. Parents and students consistently referred to disruptive behavior from peers
as a contributor to chaos. Eileen noted that when her son, Shawn, got frustrated in class, “it
wouldn't be that it was the work, it was maybe something around him; someone was talking to
someone else or someone was sort of being disrespectful and that would bother him.” Her son,
Shawn, reiterated that class disruptions due to behavior would make it difficult for him to focus:
“I think that's what I was struggling with – knowing that most of the students were not really
doing what they were supposed to do.” Student Danny attributed “too much going on in class”
could be overwhelming and distracting: “I'm like, "What is going on?" I hear screaming,
shouting, seeing people just-- screaming about these things here, and I just feel distracted.”
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Parents and students emphasized predictability through structure and routine in each
classroom as a way to minimize chaos. Eileen explained, for Shawn, “the structure of you're in
class, you don't talk on the phone. You don't do this. He likes the rules and regulations and stuff
like that.” Predictability is a means of making students feel more comfortable and included. Leo
explained what it meant to belong to a place or group: “what makes me feel that way is when the
environment is much calmer and more recognizable for me that I feel included.” His mother,
Brittany, identified specific social and physical environmental factors to help Leo:
The predictability if I want to say and narrow it down to what helped them, stay included,
is one having at least one person that he knew well. And to that it was predictable. This person
was predictable. And the routine was predictable. He wouldn't forget his schedule, he knew
where to go next, what to do next.
Social-Communication Strengths and Challenges. All parents recognized the potential
of self-advocacy skills as a facilitator of inclusion. Some parents valued their children’s selfadvocacy as an attribute that helped them get what they needed, while other parents noted lack of
self-advocacy as a barrier to receiving the accommodations necessary for them to feel successful.
Ron’s mother, Mary, explained, “he would get, he would get stuck over and over again, with
things like, ‘I don't feel comfortable with presenting in front of the group, but I'm also not going
to tell the teacher that I have difficulty with this’.” Ann explained why advocacy was helpful for
her son: “as long as he reaches out and says, ‘I didn't get this done because I have this problem
with it or was just overwhelmed.’ They [teachers] help and they work things out or they extend
the deadline whatever he needs.” Kate expressed that her son, Mario’s, lack of self-advocacy
skills when he was younger made her concerned that he would get bullied, “I was always
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worried, especially in high school where a kid with a disability just really didn’t advocate for
themselves.”
Most students identified initiating and engaging in conversations with peers as a personal
challenge. Some students attribute this to shyness: “I think it’s a combination of me being shy
and not knowing, like their time scheduled like, like I see that person, but how would I know if
this is like the right time to talk with them?” [Leo]. Mario saw his shyness as a challenge, “Well,
I'm very shy. So I wouldn't really kind of strike up the conversation. And I'm not really good at
holding a conversation.” Alternatively, student Danny saw his desire for perfectionism as what
made his desire for joining groups hard: “The reason why it was tricky for me is because I felt a
little nervous of how, if I could do this right, or I feel like I might be doing it wrong.” Despite
these roadblocks, parents and students also identified social strategies as facilitators to inclusion:
“I think just being that he spoke to all the kids. He's very sociable.” [Patricia]
Discussion
In order for students with ASD to be truly included in high school, educators have to
consider factors beyond just physical location and the percentage of time a child spends in a
room with nondisabled peers. This study contends that the individuals most able to identify
facilitators and barriers to inclusion are those who have had the experience of being a student
with ASD or being a parent of a student with ASD attending a general education or co-teaching
program. Examined separately and then holistically, data across participant types yielded the
same four major themes. Consistencies across student and parent data yielded four common
themes. There were two codes unique to parents: trust in experts and self-advocacy. This may be
due to the nature of a parent’s role in fostering their children’s independence. Therefore,
triangulation was demonstrated between two major stakeholders in inclusive education.
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Students’ and parents’ perceptions of what it means to be included relates to the students’ sense
of belonging, which influences academic and psychological outcomes (Allen & Kern, 2017;
Anderman, 2002). The findings are discussed with that lens.
Parents and students defined what it means to be included and to belong as being
considered a valuable member in their school community. To parents and students, being a
valued member of high school means that diversity, including race, religion, and neurodiversity,
is recognized as a natural part of society. This adds to prior findings which indicated that
inclusive schools are those that celebrate diversity (Humphrey & Lewis, 2008b) and that having
a sense of value, connectedness, and acceptance in their school community helps students
develop a sense of belonging (Allen & Kern, 2017). These findings suggest, in order to help
students with ASD feel like they belong, school districts should mandate diversity education,
including concepts related to neurodiversity, as part of the high school curriculum. Additionally,
teachers need to consistently incorporate activities that highlight the strengths of diverse learners,
and their contributions to society. Future research could test the effectiveness of diversity
education practice and curriculum.
Unlike much of the prior research related to perceptions of inclusion (Carrington &
Graham, 2001; Humphrey & Lewis, 2008a; Saggers et al., 2011), families in this study
specifically described academic, behavioral, and social support practices that facilitated their
students’ inclusion. Parents and students found executive functioning strategies and the
availability of teacher office hours to be crucial. This finding suggests students with ASD
included in high school should have opportunities to meet with teachers outside of school hours
and teachers should explicitly teach and support executive functioning with adaptations,
potentially universal design, for students with ASD to feel successful and like they belong.
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Recognizing that teachers do not have enough time, schools should evaluate and redesign
teachers’ schedules for office hours as well as professional development to ensure teachers are
prepared to effectively provide these accommodations.
Students with ASD require support with executive functioning, including emotional
regulation, and social interactions. The students in this study emphasized the importance of being
able to take a break when becoming emotionally overwhelmed or getting distracted. Parents
reiterated that teachers and therapists created these opportunities, and offered co-regulation
strategies to help their children manage emotions. Not only do teachers and other school support
staff need to create quiet break spaces and protocols for students to use, they need to model how
and when to use these strategies for emotional regulation. Social development groups were found
to be instrumental in giving students the tools they needed to understand social nuances and
engage more frequently and effectively with peers. School policies can ensure students with
ASD have social development groups built into their high school programs. Schools need to
adopt or develop a social curriculum, while also making sure there are opportunities for staff
members to learn how to implement said curriculum through social development groups. It is
important to note that parents mainly described social groups as a way to help their children
engage with neurotypical students and teachers, suggesting that the students with ASD were the
ones who had to consider the social norms established by the neurotypical population. Future
research should explore ways to help neurotypicals accommodate the social-communication
styles of neurodivergent learners.
Findings from this study confirmed those of Booker and Lim (2018), who determined
students’ relationships with their teachers had a dynamic influence on their sense of belonging.
Consistent with previous perception research, the students appreciated getting academic
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assistance from staff who addressed their individual needs. A code that yielded uniquely from
parent data was their trust in adults at school as experts in the field and on their children.
Therefore, teachers and other staff members need to prioritize establishing trust with families by
demonstrating their knowledge of both content and individual students, while also building
relationships with students. Future research should explore ways to build this level of trust
between school staff and families of color, who have historically been silenced by professionals
in the field of education (Miller, 2019).
Parents and students acknowledged the integral role that teachers and other staff played
in helping students make connections with other students by encouraging students to join
interest-based clubs and take on schoolwide responsibilities. Findings from this study as well as
prior research suggest the development and sustainment of friendships is an important factor in
adolescent students’ sense of belonging (Hamm & Faircloth, 2005; Rose & Shevlin, 2017;
Saggers et al., 2011). Students noted that initiating conversations was a challenge, but valued
efforts from teachers and other school staff to help them build relationships with peers, which
helped them feel more included. Therefore, the adults who work closely with students with ASD
really need to become “cheerleaders,” as one parent called them. This includes getting to know
them well in order to anticipate challenges that they may face, to support them in engaging in
conversations and making connections with peers, and to create guided opportunities for them to
practice self-advocacy skills in a comfortable environment.
High schools can often be noisy, unpredictable environments. Challenges in navigating
these environments pose threats to students’ ability to feel included. Consistent with previous
findings (Connor, 2008; Humphrey & Lewis, 2008a;), parents and students emphasized the need
for structure and routine, including having classmates who follow rules and regulations to
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minimize disruptions. School leaders need to ensure they establish clear expectations for student
behavior and that teachers are trained in supporting positive behavior amongst all students.
Students need to have access to their own organized schedules, so that they understand what to
expect throughout the week. Teachers need to have clear, consistent routines and expectations
across their classes to promote predictability and reduce anxiety for students with ASD. Because
students are expected to visit multiple classrooms and teachers on a given day, grade team
members should collaborate to streamline these routines and expectations, including aiming for
consistency in presentation of material and having an agenda posted that clearly outlines student
roles, further supporting executive functioning.
Limitations
It is important to note that three out of the six students who participated in this study
attended schools that implemented a state-specific program designed for including students with
ASD in particular. Those students may have had access to more specific support, limiting this
study’s findings to those who did not receive such support. Therefore, this study would need to
be replicated with students who experienced different inclusive models across various states.
Furthermore, despite the researcher’s deliberate attempts to recruit a majority of participants of
color, half of the participants identified as white. The experiences of these participants may not
be the same as those with diverse identities. Due to our country’s history of marginalization of
and systemic prejudices against culturally diverse groups (Cobb, 2014; Harry, 2008), their
perceived experiences are expected to be different from those of white families and should be
explored. Finally, all of the student participants identified as male, again recognizing they are not
representative of all students. Considering the significant number of individuals with ASD who
identify as gender diverse (Warrier et al., 2020), it is important to examine the unique
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perspectives of high school students within this population, especially in relation to their sense of
belonging.
Conclusions
This study investigated the perceptions of students with ASD and their parents to
determine what it means to be truly included in high school as well as the facilitators and barriers
to inclusion. The findings suggest specific practices that school personnel could adopt in order to
promote the true inclusion and sense of belonging among students with ASD in high school,
including building relationships with students, facilitating peer relationships to support the
development of friendships, and providing explicit executive functioning support. It is necessary
for teachers and other school staff to anticipate potential roadblocks to inclusion by creating a
predictable environment and understanding and supporting the social-communication strengths
and needs of each student.
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CHAPTER VI
LAYERS OF DIVERSITY: INCLUSION AND EQUITY

Background Information
Schools should not view diversity, including differences in abilities, culture, religion,
languages, gender, sexual orientation, and socioeconomic status, as a problem that needs to be
resolved or a barrier that needs to be removed, but as an opportunity for students to learn from
one another and appreciate each other’s strengths (Gavish, 2017; Villa & Thousand, 2017).
Human brain variation adds yet another layer of diversity to be celebrated in our classrooms. In
order for inclusion of students with dis/abilities and students from diverse backgrounds to be
successful, schools need to develop a climate of belonging, where all school staff value diversity
among students (Theoharis & Causton, 2014). In teaching our students to appreciate diversity
and promote inclusion, we celebrate the diversity that exists within our school community and
society.
Having a sense of belonging in school correlates with psychological and physical
wellbeing as well as increased academic motivation and achievement (Allen & Kern, 2017;
Anderman, 2002; Goodenow & Grady, 1993). Teachers can facilitate students’ development of a
sense of belonging by giving students the platform to have a voice during classroom meetings
and setting up time periods for students to discuss issues related to inclusion and diversity (West
& Florin, 2015). Unfortunately, celebrating diversity is not enough to promote equity. Educators
must encourage our students to think critically about their own feelings as well as the feelings of
others, specifically those who have experienced societal injustices. It is our responsibility to
teach our students how to “embrace vulnerability and enact courage” as a means of pushing for a
more equitable and just society (Bettez, 2017).
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The purpose of these lessons is to increase students’ understanding about the many
different identities that exist and how groups have been discriminated against because of these
identities. They also encourage students to think critically about the layers of diversity and how
they can begin to advocate for the inclusion of all, especially those who have been historically
marginalized. Table 6.1 describes the contents of the entire miniature unit with sample lessons
below.

Table 6.1
Miniature Unit with Sample Slides
Slides

Teacher Notes/Description
Cover Slide

Same as above
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Same as above

Same as above

These are the main ideas presented throughout the
lessons. You may want to post these in your
classroom and reflect on them as you progress
through the lessons. You can also provide
opportunities for students to give examples of each
as you wrap up the unit.

Cover Slide
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Pause to discuss questions embedded in the video. For
example, what does self-identity mean to you? Name 2-3
reasons why you are important. Why do you think it’s
important to have confidence in who you are?

Video: https://youtu.be/79HnuoJloyw

Define self-awareness as the understanding of
oneself as a person. Explain that before we can fully
understand the identities of others, we have to work
on understanding our own identities and the feelings
associated with them.

Review vocabulary. Reflect on examples from the
video. Understanding your identity is crucial for
having self-awareness.

Introduce poem.
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Explain each part of the poem by highlighting the
corresponding model.
Adapted from Morningside Center for Teaching
Social Responsibility, 2021
Adapted from Shawn Ginwright, Hope and Healing
in Urban Education (New York, Routledge, 2015),
105.
Provide a printed, highlighted copy of the poem as a
mentor text for support. Provide a graphic organizer
with the task broken down into smaller parts to
support executive functioning.
Adapted from Morningside Center for Teaching
Social Responsibility, 2021
Adapted from Shawn Ginwright, Hope and Healing
in Urban Education (New York, Routledge, 2015),
105.
Encourage students to share by sharing your own
poem highlights first. Do not pressure students to
share if they do not want to.

Model a self-discovery. Highlight connections
amongst peers, but also note differences. Discuss
how these similarities and differences help us coexist
and contribute to society.
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Cover slide.
Before this lesson, consider that students may have
life experiences during which they have experienced
discrimination. It is important to be sensitive to this.
Prime students that today’s topic may evoke strong
emotions, and if they need to take a break by
stepping away from the activity, or the room, that is
okay. Offer opportunities to discuss the content of
the lesson with students who may wish to do so in a
more private setting.
Image from: https://www.proxypreview.org/allcontributor-articles/concealing-harassment-anddiscrimination-claims-hinders-diversity-efforts
Pretend like this is an actual mandate that has been
put into place. Be deliberate about giving preferential
treatment with the intention of provoking an
emotional response.

Guide students into describing the opening activity
as an act of discrimination. Transition to learning
target.

Transition to vocabulary.
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Ask: Have you witnessed discrimination? How did it
make you feel? Do not force anyone to share, but
prove the space for those who want to.

Recap video. Have students highlight important
statements.
Video: https://youtu.be/DZWulvhwFiU

Provide each partnership with chart paper and a
marker. Be sure they have a device to use.
Alternative: paper dictionary.

Have partnerships hang up their posters around the
room. Assign each partnership a place to start the
gallery walk.
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Whole-Group: Highlight examples of extreme
discrimination in history and how they compare to
examples of social exclusion.

Cover Slide.

Ask: what does inclusion mean to you?
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Article: https://newsela.com/read/marley-dias-whatsnext/id/45919/

Chart student responses, so that they may use them
as a resource for the extension activity.

Provide individual checklist to each student.
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*Students require PREREQUISITE knowledge of
how to create infographics. It is a 7th grade unit in
the Educating Powerful Writers curriculum.

Cover Slide
Photo:
https://hrdailyadvisor.blr.com/2021/09/22/neurodiver
sity-is-an-untapped-pool-of-immense-potential/

Explain that we will begin by finding out what it
means to be neurodiverse.

Video: https://youtu.be/xsfml3yVh1g
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(Armstrong, 2012)

Highlight the successes of popular figures who
identify as neurodiverse. Emphasize that the
strengths that came with being neurodiverse have
contributed to these successes.

Highlight the successes of popular figures who
identify as neurodiverse. Emphasize that the
strengths that came with being neurodiverse have
contributed to these successes.

Highlight the successes of popular figures who
identify as neurodiverse. Emphasize that the
strengths that came with being neurodiverse have
contributed to these successes.
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Highlight the successes of popular figures who
identify as neurodiverse. Emphasize that the
strengths that came with being neurodiverse have
contributed to these successes.

Read-Aloud. Discuss the main idea and key details
presented in the article.

Give examples (i.e. attention to detail, problemsolving, etc.)

Emphasize the importance of including neurodiverse
individuals in this discussion. If no one in the class
identifies as (or wants to share their identity as)
neurodivergent, have students discuss ways to
explore the neurodiverse perspective about
inclusion.
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Provide this graphic organizer for students to plan
their persuasive letters and record research notes.
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CHAPTER VII
REFLECTION
This project is an accumulation of six major chapters. The first two described extensively
the background information and existing literature related to the topic of the perceptions of
parents and students with ASD surrounding the meaning of inclusion as well as the facilitators
and barriers to it. They outlined the theoretical framework, including neurodiversity, DisCrit, and
belonging, within which the entire project was situated. In traditional form, chapter 3 described
extensively the methods used to conduct the study. Chapters 4, 5, and 6, however, took on a nontraditional format as a practitioner article, a research article, and a miniature unit of sample
lessons based on diversity, equity, and inclusion. The goal of designing the chapters in this way
was to bridge the gap between research and practice by providing ready-to-use resources for
teachers, therapists, and other professionals working in the field of inclusive education.
Connections across Chapters
One of the biggest underlying premises of this project is that true inclusion and the
development of a sense of belonging does not happen organically. Parents and students in this
study confirmed it takes intentional efforts of teachers and peers to make decisions that are more
inclusive of diverse learners, including those with ASD. Moreover, the data yielded from this
study demonstrated students with ASD had a desire to connect with peers and teachers. Though
students recognized their social challenges, they valued their relationships, and appreciated the
work of teachers and therapists to help them develop friendships by joining clubs, engaging in
conversations, and taking on school-wide responsibilities. Therefore, educators working closely
with students with ASD need to have a well-developed understanding of the characteristics of

147

ASD as well as the individualized needs of their students in order to help students develop a
sense of belonging and feel truly included.
Before educators can make conscious efforts to help students develop a sense of
belonging, they need to understand the impact belonging has on child development. Chapter 4,
the practitioner article entitled, “A longing for belonging: Promoting a sense of belonging for
students with ASD”, emphasized the importance of belonging and the benefits of having a sense
of belonging in high school for all students, and those with ASD in particular. This article
described specific ways that education professionals could combat threats to belonging and
support students’ development of this essential feeling in their high school environment.
Teachers, therapists, school administrators, and other school personnel, especially those working
directly with students with ASD, can utilize this article as a resource when planning academic,
behavioral, and social supports to help develop their sense of belonging in high school.
As noted in Chapter 5, families of students with ASD equated students being valued
members of their school community to being included and having a sense of belonging. They
emphasized the need for diversity in school to be normalized. Chapter 4 connected to these
findings by discussing the need for educators to celebrate diversity, including neurodiversity in
the classroom. While this chapter described ways that teachers and other school professionals
can do this, Chapter 6, “Layers of diversity: Inclusion and equity,” consisted of four sample
lessons aimed at developing students’ understanding about the existence of different identities
and how they can begin to advocate for the inclusion of all, especially those who have been
historically marginalized. These lessons, prepared on slides and ready for implementation, offer
a foundation for subsequent lessons that encourage students to think critically about their own
feelings as well as those of others. While tackling this next step highlighted in current research,
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educators should keep an eye out for future research surrounding equity, inclusion, and diversity,
including neurodiversity.
Next Steps
Part of thinking critically about the feelings of others involves considering their
communication styles and perspectives. One challenge threatening the ability of students with
ASD in establishing and maintaining relationships with others and developing a sense of
belonging is understanding the thoughts and feelings of neurotypical people (Hedges et al., 2014;
Mehling & Tassé, 2016). However, recent studies have highlighted this lack of understanding is
a two-way street (Edey et al., 2016; Heasman & Gillespie, 2018; Sheppard et al., 2015). Just as
individuals with ASD have difficulty comprehending the perspectives of neurotypical people,
neurotypical individuals often have difficulty understanding the thoughts and feelings of people
with ASD (Crompton et al., 2021). Due to differences in communication style and behavior,
neurotypical people may make assumptions about individuals with ASD and become
uncomfortable in conversation with them, while those with ASD may become overwhelmed and
confused. While findings from this study confirmed that education professionals need to provide
social competence support for students with ASD, future research should work on extending
knowledge about the ways in which those with ASD and those without communicate. From
there, studies should explore best practices in supporting communication between neurotypical
individuals and those with ASD as an additional form of social competence.
Half of the students in this study were enrolled in a public school program that
implements co-teaching practices as an approach to including students with ASD specifically.
This program, specific to one city in the Northeast, set unique guidelines to make schools fully
inclusive for students with ASD. Their classrooms include grade-appropriate academic and
specialized curricula, integrated therapeutic services, and behavioral and academic supports
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targeting the unique social, adaptive, academic, language, and communication needs of students
in the program (Koenig, Bleiweiss, Brennan, Cohen, & Siegel, 2009). Staff working within the
program must receive special training in understanding and supporting students with ASD by
creating a therapeutic environment and implementing evidence-based practices specific to the
needs of this population. The three students enrolled in this program during high school and their
parents shared positive experiences related to feeling included and the support they received,
especially in relation to executive functioning, including emotional regulation, and socialcommunication, including interacting with others and building independence through advocacy.
Inclusive models with these kinds of support and staff training should be available to families
across the country.
“He kind of knows when he needs some quiet time. He's able to voice what he needs.”
This direct quote from a parent in this study reflects the value of adolescent voice in sharing their
own experiences as students with autism in general education high schools. The students
themselves know what they need to feel more included, and should be given the tools as well as
the opportunity to self-advocate. Putting their perspectives at the forefront of inclusion research
can lay the foundation for more in-depth studies, potentially using participatory action research
methods. Personally, my future research endeavors surrounding inclusion of students with ASD
will rely heavily on the perspectives of individuals who identify as autistic.
The purpose of this study was not only to uncover the perspectives of families of students
with ASD, but also to purposefully include people of color, who have historically been
underrepresented in inclusive research. Though I intentionally reached out to organizations based
in communities of color first and had recruiting procedures in place to reach of goal of t ⅔ of the
participants would be individuals of color, more than half of the students and parents that
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participated in the study identified as white, with three parents and two students identifying as
hispanic.Despite the distinct link between dis/ability and race (Goodman, Morris, & Boston,
2019), there is a lack of representation of Black individuals in current autism research (Hilton et
al., 2010). It is incredibly important that future inclusion research captures the perspectives of
families of color, as their experiences, specifically around developing a sense of belonging, may
be vastly different than those of white families.
Final Conclusions
Despite challenges that arose, this project has led to the development of solid resources
for educators to take advantage of in the upcoming school years as they attempt to support the
inclusion of students with ASD. These tools are especially valuable because they are based on
the perspectives of the population for which they were designed. As parents and students
attested, adults at school are agents of inclusion and, therefore, must be willing to utilize these
and other resources. Therefore, educators need to view students with ASD through the lens of
neurodiversity and positively influence their quality of life by supporting their sense of
belonging. This work begins with honoring their perspectives.
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Appendix A
Parent Interview Protocol

Title of Research Study:

Inclusion of students with ASD: Perceptions of the students and
their families

Principal Investigator:

Keara Browne, M.A.Ed
Doctoral Candidate, ABD

Faculty Advisor:
Education

Dr. Bonnie Keilty, Professor and Chair of Special

Study Number:
Introduction: As you may know, more and more students with autism spectrum disorder (ASD)
are placed in schools and classrooms with students who do not have ASD. You have been asked
to join this study because you are the parent of a person with ASD, who has had experience in
these settings. The purpose of this interview is to hear from you about your thoughts and
experiences about your child’s experiences in school.
● You may want to look over your child’s Individualized Education Program (IEP) before
we begin the interview. If you would like to, you can keep the IEP next to you during the
interview.
● If there are any questions, parts of questions, or words that are unfamiliar to you, please
feel free to ask about them either before or during the interview.

For the first round of questions, please reflect on experiences from BEFORE Covid19/virtual and hybrid learning:
1. Thinking about your experiences with your child in high school, do you think your child
was fully included in school? What makes you say that? (School Belongingness)
2. Were there any experiences that you think helped your child feel more included? If so,
describe them. (School Environment)
3. Were there any experiences that you think made them feel unwelcome or excluded? If so,
describe them. (School Environment)
4. Tell me about your child’s experiences being included in extracurricular activities at
school. (School Environment)
a. To what extent was your child involved in extracurricular activities?

178

b. Describe the quality of these experiences. What were some successes? Who do
you feel helped your child feel successful? (adult support)
c. What were some challenges? Was there anyone who helped your child navigate
these challenges? If so, how? (adult support)
5. Describe your child’s learning experiences in academic classes.
a. What do you think helped your child learn? (learning environment, perceived
quality of support)
b. What were some challenges that your child faced when trying to learn? (learning
environment)
c. Describe any ways your child’s teachers and other staff members used to help
your child learn. (adult support)
d. What are some things that your child’s teachers could have done to make your
child feel more successful in their learning? (adult support)
6. Describe your child’s behavior in school.
a. What helped your child self-regulate (support emotions, frustration, and level of
engagement/focus)? (learning environment, perceived quality of support)
b. What did not help your child when trying to self-regulate (support emotions,
frustration, and level of engagement/focus)? (learning environment)
c. Describe any ways your child’s teachers and other staff members used to help
your child self-regulate (support emotions, frustration, and level of
engagement/focus). (adult support)
d. Are there any things you wish your child’s teachers or therapists would have done
differently to make them feel more successful in regulating? (adult support)
7. Describe your child’s relationship with other students in school.
a. To what extent, if any, did your child connect with other students outside of the
school day? (belonging to a positive peer group)
b. What opportunities in school, if any, helped your child build relationships with
other students? (belonging to a positive peer group, perceived quality of support)
8. Based on what you have shared about your child’s experiences in high school, how do
these experiences compare with those in middle school?
9. What does the word inclusion mean to you? (Definition of Inclusion)
a. What do you think it means to belong to a place or to a group? (Belongingness)
10. If you could give advice to another parent of a student with ASD attending an ICT or
general education class, what would you say?
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For this round of questions, please reflect on experiences from DURING Covid-19/virtual
and hybrid learning:
11. Were there any experiences that you think helped your child feel more included? If so,
describe them. (School Environment)
12. Were there any experiences that you think made them feel unwelcome or excluded? If so,
describe them. (School Environment)
13. Tell me about your child’s experiences being included in extracurricular activities at
school. (School Environment)
a. To what extent was your child involved in extracurricular activities virtually?
b. Describe the quality of these experiences. What were some successes? Who do
you feel helped your child feel successful? (adult support)
c. What were some challenges? Was there anyone who helped your child navigate
these challenges? If so, how? (adult support)
14. Describe your child’s learning experiences in academic online classes.
a. What do you think helped your child learn? (learning environment, perceived
quality of support)
b. What were some challenges that your child faced when trying to learn virtually?
(learning environment)
c. Describe any ways your child’s teachers and other staff members used to help
your child learn virtually. (adult support)
d. What are some things that your child’s teachers could have done to make your
child feel more successful while learning virtually? (adult support)
15. Describe your child’s behavior in virtual school.
a. What helped your child self-regulate (support emotions, frustration, and level of
engagement/focus)? (learning environment, perceived quality of support)
b. What did not help your child when trying to self-regulate (support emotions,
frustration, and level of engagement/focus)? (learning environment)
c. Describe any ways your child’s teachers and other staff members used to help
your child self-regulate (support emotions, frustration, and level of
engagement/focus). (adult support)
d. Are there any things you wish your child’s teachers or therapists would have done
differently to make them feel more successful in regulating while virtual learning?
(adult support)
16. Describe your child’s relationship with other students in school.
a. To what extent, if any, did your child connect with other students outside of the
school day? (belonging to a positive peer group)
b. What opportunities in school, if any, helped your child build relationships with
other students virtually? (belonging to a positive peer group, perceived quality of
support)?
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Appendix B
Student Interview Protocol
Title of Research Study:

Inclusion of students with ASD: Perceptions of the students and
their families

Principal Investigator:

Keara Browne, M.A.Ed
Doctoral Student

Faculty Advisor:
Education

Dr. Bonnie Keilty, Professor and Chair of Special

Study Number:
Introduction: As you may know, more and more students with autism spectrum disorder (ASD)
are placed in schools and classrooms with students who do not have ASD. You have been asked
to join this study because you are a person with ASD, who has had experience in these settings.
The purpose of this interview is to hear from you about your thoughts and experiences about
your experiences in school.
If there are any questions, parts of questions, or words that are unfamiliar to you, please feel free
to ask about them either before or during the interview.
For the first round of questions, please reflect on experiences from BEFORE Covid19/virtual and hybrid learning:
1. Do you think you were fully included in high school? What makes you say that? (School
Belongingness)
2. Were there any experiences that helped you feel included in your school? If so, describe
them. (School Environment)
3. Were there any experiences that made you feel unwelcome or excluded? If so, describe
them. (School Environment)
4. Tell me about your experiences being included in extracurricular activities.(School
Environment)
a. Thinking about last school year, what is one challenge that you faced? How did
you handle this challenge? Was there anyone who helped you manage it? How
so? (adult support)
b. What was a success you experienced? What makes you consider it a success?
Who do you feel helped you be successful? (adult support)
5. Describe your learning experiences in academic classes.
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a. What helped you learn? (learning environment, perceived quality of support)
b. What were some challenges that you faced when trying to learn? ((learning
environment)
c. Describe any ways your teachers and other staff members used to help you learn.
(adult support)
d. What are some things that your teachers could have done to make you feel more
successful? (adult support)
6. Describe your behavior in school.
a. What helped you self-regulate (support emotions, frustration, and level of
engagement/focus)? (learning environment, perceived quality of support)
b. What did not help you when trying to self-regulate (support emotions, frustration,
and level of engagement/focus)? (learning environment)
c. Describe any ways your teachers and other staff members helped you selfregulate (support emotions, frustration, and level of engagement/focus). (adult
support)
d. Are there any things you wish your teachers or therapists would have done
differently to make you feel more successful in regulating? (adult support)
7. Describe your relationship with other students in school.
a. What are some things that made it easier to make connections with other
students? (belonging to a positive peer group)
b. What were some challenges you faced with making connections with other
students? (belonging to a positive peer group)
c. Describe any ways your teachers and other staff members used to help you build
relationships with other students. (adult support)
d. What are some things that your teachers could have done to make you feel more
successful in building relationships? (adult support)
8. Based on what you have shared about your experiences in high school, how do these
experiences compare with those in middle school?
9. What does the word inclusion mean to you? (Definition of Inclusion)
a. What do you think it means to belong to a place or to a group? (Belongingness)
10. If you could give advice to another student with ASD attending an ICT or general
education class, what would you say?
For this round of questions, please reflect on experiences from DURING Covid-19/virtual
and hybrid learning:
11. Were there any experiences that you think helped you feel more included? If so, describe
them. (School Environment)
12. Were there any experiences that you think made you feel unwelcome or excluded? If so,
describe them. (School Environment)
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13. Tell me about your experiences being included in extracurricular activities at school.
(School Environment)
a. To what extent, were you involved in extracurricular activities virtually?
b. Describe the quality of these experiences. What were some successes? Who do
you feel helped you feel successful? (adult support)
c. What were some challenges? Was there anyone who helped you face these
challenges? If so, how? (adult support)
14. Describe your learning experiences in academic online classes.
a. What do you think helped you learn? (learning environment, perceived quality of
support)
b. What were some challenges that you faced when trying to learn virtually?
(learning environment)
c. Describe any ways your teachers and other staff members helped you learn
virtually. (adult support)
d. What are some things that your teachers could have done to make you feel more
successful while learning virtually? (adult support)
15. Describe your behavior in virtual school.
a. What helped you self-regulate (support emotions, frustration, and level of
engagement/focus)? (learning environment, perceived quality of support)
b. What did not help you when trying to self-regulate (support emotions, frustration,
and level of engagement/focus)? (learning environment)
c. Describe any ways your teachers and other staff members used to help you selfregulate (support emotions, frustration, and level of engagement/focus). (adult
support)
d. Are there any things you wish your teachers or therapists would have done
differently to make you feel more successful in regulating while virtual learning?
(adult support)
16. Describe your relationship with other students in school.
a. To what extent, if any, did you connect with other students? (belonging to a
positive peer group)
b. What opportunities in school, if any, helped you build relationships with other
students virtually? (belonging to a positive peer group, perceived quality of
support)?
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Appendix C
Codebook for Student Data
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Appendix D
Codebook for Parent Data
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Appendix E
Code Progressions
Table 1. Student Codes, Categories, and Themes.
Initial Codes

Final Codes

Code Categories

Themes

Valued Member
Diversity

Valued Member
Diversity

Normalizing Diversity

Inclusion Means
Being a Valued
Member in School

Academic Accessibility
Social Accessibility
Accommodations
Modifications

Accessibility
Executive Functioning
Support
Breaks
Accommodations

Academic and Emotional
Regulation
Accommodations

Social Development
Groups

Social Development
Support Services

Teacher Attention
Encouragement
Interest-Based
Connections
Schoolwide Roles and
Responsibilities
Clubs
Emotional Support
Relationships
Friendships
Perspective-Taking

Adult Attention
Encouragement
Interest-Based
Connections
Schoolwide Roles and
Responsibilities
Clubs
Emotional Support
Relationships
Friendships

Adult Support and
Relationships

Initiation
Anxiety
Social Norms

Initiation

Social-Communication
Strengths and Challenges

Adult Unavailability
Bullying/Social
Exclusion

Chaotic Environment
Predictability
Insufficient Data (Codes
Removed)

Accommodations and
Modifications
Promote Academic
and Social Access

Adults and Peers as
Agents of Inclusion

Friendships

School Environment

“Roadblocks and
Detours”
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Table 2. Parent Codes, Categories, and Themes.
Initial Codes

Final Codes

Code Categories

Themes

Comfort
Valued Member
Diversity

Valued Member
Diversity

Normalizing Diversity

Inclusion Means
Being a Valued
Member in School

Academic Accessibility
Social Accessibility
Accommodations
Modifications

Accessibility
Executive Functioning
Support
Breaks
Accommodations

Academic and Emotional
Regulation
Accommodations

Social Development
Groups

Social Development
Support Services

Teacher Attention
Encouragement
Home-School
Connection
Schoolwide Roles and
Responsibilities
Clubs
Emotional Support
Relationships
Friendships

Adult Attention
Encouragement
Trust in Experts
Schoolwide Roles and
Responsibilities
Clubs
Emotional Support
Relationships
Friendships

Adult Support and
Relationships

Self-Advocacy
Independence
Chaotic Environment
Predictability

Self-Advocacy

Social-Communication
Strengths and Challenges

Lack of Organizational
skills

Insufficient Data (Codes
Removed)

Lack of Teacher
Understanding
Bullying/Social
Exclusion

Chaotic Environment
Predictability

Accommodations and
Modifications
Promote Academic
and Social Access

Adults and Peers as
Agents of Inclusion

Friendships

School Environment

“Roadblocks and
Detours”
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Appendix F
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